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Abstracts
“You Knew Him Well”: The Galsworthy Letters and
Trauma in Heart of Darkness
Alexander Timothy Grey
Recipient of the Leonard J. McCarthy, S.J., Memorial Prize
College of the Holy Cross Class of 2019
Edward Said’s dissertation-turned-monograph Joseph Conrad and the
Fiction of Autobiography (1966) was the first attempt in the realm of literary
critique to apply Conrad’s personally letters to his fictions. Yet, since then,
the multi-volume Collected Letters published in Cambridge University in 2008
has been but a resource for biographers and for a stray citation by an
academic looking to ground a theory in a physical document. Considering
the dearth of work looking into the Conrad letters, this essay traces the
author’s understanding and processing of personal trauma through letters to
Nobel Laureate John Galsworthy and use this theory to contextualize the
disjointed reactions to traumatic episodes in Heart of Darkness. As Heart of
Darkness is a novel controlled by and compelled forward through the
exchange of letters —- from that which get’s Marlow his assignment to the
packet he eventually returns to The Intended —- the novel serves as an
exceptional vessel for applying Conrad’s personal correspondence to his
literary style to develop a deeper understanding of his corpus. Bolstered by
Eve Barnett’s Empire of Letters and her understanding of 18th Century
epistolary convention, this paper serves as a template for how scholarship
should begin to delve into the archive of Conrad’s letters to better
understand the sailor-writer’s more-vexing stylistic conventions.
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Drowning in Desire
Meghan Gavis
Recipient of the Poetry and Poetics Prize
College of the Holy Cross Class of 2022
Despite being called a “love song,” T.S. Eliot’s “The Love Song of
J. Alfred Prufrock” is characterized by seemingly chaotic form that contrasts
with a typical romance. Intentional irregularities in form express Prufrock’s
overwhelming desire for companionship and his troubled self-consciousness.
Through close readings of Eliot’s odd use of pronouns, rhyme scheme, and
ellipses, Prufrock’s unsatiated desire and resulting inner instability are
manifested. The undefined “you” and “I” demonstrate the tension between
Prufrock’s public and private masks, which he creates to entice women. This
romantic endeavor results in unharmonized versions of himself that wrestle
with playfulness and agitation at his isolation. The tension between his selves
disrupts the passage of time in Prufrock’s monologue, shown through
ellipses and intentional blank space. Though he creates the masks to satisfy
his desire, Prufrock loses control over his self-consciousness and endures a
limbo of longing. Eliot’s irregular form appears anarchic but mimics
Prufrock’s erratic consciousness, compromised by desire. The “love song”
may conclude with continued isolation and a broken self, but is poignant in
its eternal desire.

Chicken Paprika and Tug of War: the Romantic
“Dream Song 4” by John Berryman
Patrick Connell
College of the Holy Cross Class of 2022
Helen Vendler argues that John Berryman’s The Dream Songs
synthesizes the Freudian Id and the Christian Conscience as
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personified by Henry and Mr. Bones respectively. Through a close
reading, this essay seeks to analyze Vendler’s claim specifically within
“Dream Song 4”, in which, the poet utilizes a trope from American
minstrelsy to depict the lustful thoughts of a man, presumably
Berryman himself, dining at an upscale restaurant. The two speakers
of the poem personify and divide his mind and in keeping with the
vaudeville performances Berryman draws from, Henry behaves with
erratic irrationality, curbed only by the reason of his counterpart.
Because Mr. Bones exhibits a sense of contempt for the Id, a
departure from the neutrality of the Conscience, I conclude the
Superego is present, contrary to Vendler’s claim. Throughout, the
essay I discuss the implications of a Freudian mind absent the Ego as
a condition integral for society’s continuance and as an honest
portrayal of the private thoughts taking place within. The poem’s
eighteen-line style alludes to the Petrarchan sonnet and a romance
impeded. But Berryman’s modernized version reinterprets love to be
something as meaningless and instinctual as lusting after a married
woman nearby yet so powerful as it induces thoughts of diving upon
her. “Dream Song 4” Uncovers the human mind to its most
unadulterated form, unobstructed by lofty notions of romance or
even one’s own identity. What remains is the drama of the Id and
Superego in tug of war while a man silently eats his spumoni at a
restaurant.

Eleven: The Bitchin’ Subject of Desire in Stranger
Things
Heather Domenicis
College of the Holy Cross Class of 2019
Throughout the Stranger Things series, Eleven’s telekinetic
monster-fighting abilities incessantly establish her as the girl who
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everyone wants on their side. The way she is closely shot on camera
and the fact that nearly every other character seeks her help or
companionship establishes her as the continual subject of desire— a
figure that is present in many Gothic texts. In this essay, I wish to
present a brief genealogy of that figure: Lucy in Bram
Stoker’s Dracula and Miles in Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw are
two examples of early figures whose depictions suggest that Gothic
genre relies on and deploys women and children as figures around
which other characters’, and the reader’s, desire can coalesce.

Tracing “Fake News:” The Printing Press, Social
Media, and Politics
Áine Doyle
College of the Holy Cross Class of 2020
During the 2016 presidential election, “fake news” became a
hot topic that shattered the American public’s trust of traditional news
outlets and creating even deeper rifts between the two major political
parties. Although the election made the American public acutely aware
of “fake news”, the practice of appropriating images and quotations
and manipulating information to influence public opinion can be
traced back to the beginnings of the printing press. In this essay, I
discuss how the phenomena of the printing press sets a precedent for
other literacy tools—including social media—in how government and
religious institutions used it to assert hold of power and manipulate
public opinion in their favor. The techniques employed by early users
of the printing press are repeated today in social media to circulate
misinformation and false news—the platforms in which information
is shared have changed, but the practices definitely have not.
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Father Figures in The Tenant of Wildfell Hall: Bronte’s
Perspective on Victorian Era Masculinity
MaryGrace King
College of the Holy Cross Class of 2020
Anne Bronte presents two different depictions of fatherhood
in The Tenant of Wildfell Hall that correspond to different expressions
of masculinity. Anne Bronte comments on masculinity in the
Victorian Era by presenting these different examples in the characters
of Mr. Markham and Mr. Huntingdon as they interact with Arthur,
Helen’s son. Both men display masculine traits as viewed by Victorian
Era thought, but these traits vary between manly virtue (dignity and
honesty) and manly vice (drinking and swearing). Furthermore, Bronte
depicts patterns of abusive masculinity in the character Mr.
Huntingdon in his interactions with Arthur as his biological father
while also depicting nurturing behavior in Mr. Markham, despite such
behavior being regarded as typically feminine. Mr. Markham shares no
blood ties with Arthur, but his care for Helen includes his care for her
son. Bronte illustrates how Mr. Markham’s relationship with Arthur is
much more wholesome and beneficial to the boy than Mr.
Huntingdon’s relationship with Arthur, insinuating that healthy
fatherhood requires more than just typically masculine traits or
biological relations. From all this, I glean that Bronte is commenting
on Victorian Era family ideals alongside the ideals of masculinity. In
the dynamics she creates between father figures and Arthur, Bronte
shows how easy it is for the family structure, so idealized by her
contemporary society, to be abused when male authority has free
reign. But she also illustrates how it is possible to have a slightly less
conventional family structure that, while looking quite different than
most lauded family arrangements of the Victorian Era, actually works
as well as (if not better than) the typical domestic ideal.
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Heroism, Terrorism, and the In-Between: The
Validation of Violence in V for Vendetta
Noah Mailloux
College of the Holy Cross Class of 2020
In Alan Moore and David Lloyd’s V for Vendetta, a graphic novel made
up of three installments, the titular character V dons a Guy Fawkes
mask in celebration of a man who is historically known as a terrorist.
V, though representative of a supposed extremist and violent in his
behaviors, exemplifies the traits of a traditional hero rather than a
terrorist. The word vendetta defines a person or group seeking
vengeance or revenge on another person or group, and though this fits
V’s role in the story, a personal vendetta is not the catalyst for his
actions. The text examines V’s methods through the lens of supposed
terrorism blurred with heroism, or borderline super heroism. The text
then follows V through his exhibition of intensely violent behavior
throughout the graphic novel, yet provides evidence to show how his
actions have a principled justification to them. The text also examines
other sources of superheroes from media and popular culture, relating
them to V and the subsequent justification of his questionable actions.
By looking at the art and written text, the metatextual aspect of the
graphic novel are analyzed as well, referring to the author and artist’s
intention of furthering V’s innocence of terrorism. The text
concludes, through the evidentiary support of other superheroes/
heroes actions as well as in-text evidence, that V did not exhibit an
excess of violence, nor did he demonstrate deliberate cruelty, as he
often showed care and most always reason when killing his victims.

! Abstracts
11

The Criterion 2018-2019

Music as an Expression of Traumatic Pasts and
Conflicting Futures
Nina Masin-Moyer
College of the Holy Cross Class of 2022

Chad Abushanab’s “On the Dred Ranch Road Just off 283”
and Emily Dickinson’s “Better—Than Music!” use their poetic forms
to express the idea of music as being representative of each of their
speakers’ spectrum of experiences and troubles. Despite the two
poems being separated by hundreds of years and completely different
life experiences, both speakers use the premise of music to establish
their troubled pasts. The two poems begin to diverge when they also
use music as a means of conveying their expectations for the future.
Abushanab’s speaker laments his father’s alcoholism and the speaker
has convinced himself the he will suffer the same dismal fate of his
father. The music he expresses is dark and shows overwhelmed and
depressed view of his fears. Dickinson’s speaker, on the other hand,
knows how disheartening her past has been (although she never
reveals specifically what has happened), but looks forward to the
future as hears beautiful music as a sound of hope of what is to come.
Both speakers have reason to fear their respective futures but
take conflicting approaches as how to reconcile those fears. Music is
able to express an extreme range of emotions where words often fall
short and each poet employs the language of music to convey their
acute fear, despair, joy, and hope that their speakers feel at this point
of conflict in their lives. Abushanab and Dickinson are able to employ
both form and content to express the vivid musicality of abstract
emotions. Although each speaker ends in a different place in their
respective emotional journeys, they use similar modes of
communication to work through their traumatic pasts to create
conflicting visions of their potential futures.
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Power of the Weaker: Feminism in Uncle Tom’s Cabin
Cidre Zilin Zhou
College of the Holy Cross Class of 2020
Due to its contribution towards the abolition of slavery,
Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin was undoubtedly a huge hit
in the nineteenth century and continues to influence our society today.
This essay, however, focuses on the essentialist feminism of the book
and examines whether it becomes male-chauvinist sexist in doing so.
When men of the era failed to step out to defend the damned race, a
group of women, though seemingly timid and frail, act boldly out of
their kind, soft hearts and take chances to preserve the humanity left
in this society. To illustrate this point, this essay discusses two female
characters of the book, Mrs. Shelby and Mrs. Bird, and the active roles
they play in their household in fighting against slavery. The essay also
analyzes how these female characters are able to exert feminine power
while still retain traditional gender traits. Ideas such as “power in the
kitchen” and “the silent male preachers” are drawn from Jane P.
Tompkins’ essay, “Sentimental Power: Uncle Tom’s Cabin and the
Politics of Literary History,” and Dawn Coleman’s essay, “The
Unsentimental Woman Preacher of Uncle Tom’s Cabin” to emphasize
this influential female power.

! Grey
13

“You Knew Him Well”

“You Knew Him Well”: The Galsworthy Letters and
Trauma in Heart of Darkness
Alexander Timothy Grey
Recipient of the Leonard J. McCarthy, S.J., Memorial Prize
College of the Holy Cross Class of 2019

I

N COMMENTING ON

Conrad’s multiple lifetimes before reinventing

himself as a British novelist, Henry James notes in a 1904 letter “[n]o one
has known — for intellectual use — the things that you know, and that you
have, as the artist of the whole matter, an authority that no one has
approached” (James 4.419). Indeed, during much of his early life, from
following his father as an exiled member of the Polish szlachta to “spend[ing]
money extravagantly [and] smuggling guns into Spain” (Meyer 37) during his
early sailing days in France, Conrad was, by any definition of the term, a
cosmopolitan. The records of Conrad’s ventures come in the form of letters
he wrote in the early years to his uncle Tadeusz Bobrowski and, later, to his
aunt Marguerite Poradowska,1 though they were often short, beginning and
ending, as a letter to Poradowska on 6 December 1893 did, as “[j]ust a line to
tell [her he] is in France. [Fellow sailors] expect to leave Saturday for La
Rochelle…drop me a line at La Rochelle” (Conrad Poradowska 55)2 with a
hastily-scribbled address tacked as an addendum.
The daughter of a member of the Belgian royal court, Marguerite would get Conrad his job
as captain of the Roi De Belges in the Belgian Congo.
1

Hereafter works written by Conrad will be cited by a key word from the title and page
number. References to Jessie Conrad’s Conrad as I Knew Him will be cited by last name and
page number, to avoid confusion.
2
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Maya Jasanoff, within The Dawn Watch: Joseph Conrad in a Global World
(2017), is the first scholar to turn to Conrad’s correspondence as a means of
understanding these early years in earnest since Said first proposed the
autobiographical reading of Conradian fiction in Joseph Conrad and the Fiction
of Autobiography (1966). Though she begrudges the Collected Letters for how “a
mere 200 pages cover the period from Conrad’s birth…until he publishes his
first novel…just 4 percent to document more than 50 percent of his
life” (Jasanoff 10), her application of these letters presents a compelling
thesis. Jasanoff ’s understanding of Conrad’s fictions as “ethical
injunctions… meditate[ing] on how to behave in a globalized world, where
old rulebooks are becoming obsolete, but nobody’s written new ones” (11)
and that “Conrad wouldn’t have known the word ‘globalization,’ but with his
journey from…imperial Russia across the high seas to the British home
counties, he embodied it” (7) reinvigorate the debate about the salience of
reading Conrad’s life into his works in the context of globalization.
As such, looking at epistles in relation to Conrad requires one to
understand them both as an object operating in the real-world context of
Empire and as a literary device, functioning to drive the plot forward in
much the same way as a physical letter compelled Conrad’s personal needs
and interests. Concerning the former, the emergence of the letter within
Empire develops slowly, as letter writing becomes more universal and as
composition manuals promulgate through the 18th C. Eve Tavor Bannet, a
trans-Atlantic literature scholar and author of Empire of Letters (2005) notes
“the classical idea of correspondence as ‘written conversation’ was adapted
to an Enlightenment ideology particularly conducive to empire [since letters]
were quintessentially the language of man as a social being who was
dependent on others for all his needs and wants” (Bannet 51). In the
globalized world of the late-Victorian and early-Edwardian eras, the letter
became a necessary mode of expressing needs across continents, as “[l]etters
were the means by which Society could subsist in absentia and be maintained
among people separated by geographical distance” (52). As the empire grew,
letters became vital as the only means to communicate the needs of the
colony to the leadership, holding together the entire system, as men who
may never meet could now help each other in the mutual goal of colonial
domination.
This development of the letter as a tool to foster continuity despite
distance led to a fascinating development in the theory of composition,
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which spread beyond the political and economic spheres. The in absentia
understanding of letter writing established “the idea that handwritten letter
exchanges were ‘written conversations’ that enabled Society to subsist among
men without their physical presence, [making] it possible for written
correspondences to construct imaginary publics and ‘imaginary societies’
with real-world effects” (52). That style guides and manuals of the imperial
age suggested this blended approach to actual letters creates an odd dynamic,
as “letter manuals signaled and naturalized the collusion of the imaginary
with the real that was inseparable from written conversation and epistolary
commerce, whether in manuscript or in print. Letter-writing had political,
social, domestic, cultural and economic consequences, because it had fictional
force even in its most ‘real’ or utilitarian manifestations” (52-3). Such a
blending approach creates a unique dynamic in Conrad’s surviving letters,
with correspondence often having both a conversational and prosaic tone.
This can be seen in an April 1920 letter to Jane Colvin, where he notes, “I
had formed a plan to run up to-day but got a swollen foot during the night
and apart from being dead lame, dare not trust myself away from
home” (Colvin). Note Conrad’s use of the idiomatic and conversational “dead
lame” along with the more formalized “I had formed a plan.” Such examples
of this odd blend of epistolary form which Bannet identifies suggests the
author was constructing fictional abstractions of his interlocutors years
before crafting his fictions and highlights an odd dynamic in these artifacts
when considering his writing style was designed to have an authentic,
conversational air.
This insertion of fictional abstractions into physical letters further
suggests the letter can exist within the modernist novel as more than a plot
device. The suggestion of the implied and imagined audience makes a letter,
already conscious of its conjured interlocutor, within a work which itself
imagines the audience reading it, creates a metafictive quality. Bolton, in
probing this question within Hamlet and Twelfth Night, finds the letter within
fiction creates a space to question and rebuff social norms. He highlights
“the dramatic space generated by and in these letters in which the social
hierarchy becomes fluid…[as] Shakespeare's letters provide opportunities for
characters to destabilize social authority, and, at times, allow them to co-opt
this authority for themselves” (Bolton). This ability for letters to act on the
dynamics of characters can be seen at numerous points within Conrad’s
Heart of Darkness; the Aunt’s letter allows an inversion of conventional
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gender roles with the woman being “put to work,” as Marlow notes, and the
powerlessness of unanswered letters in the rivets episode further
highlighting the implied power of letters on social dynamics which Bolton
identifies.
This precedent of authors employing the letter to manipulate the
conventions of epistolary form would imply the theory could easily apply to
the modernist novel — where letters maintain a practical importance in
communicating across the empire — which looks to deconstruct societal
norms and cultural identities whenever possible. HD is a work filled with
dozens of letters and which seeks to disrupt conventional views of Empire
by forcing the reader to see the stark realities of colonial exploitation. Yet,
these letters take on even more significance when one looks at their striking
similarity to how Conrad writes to his friends and family, as these pieces,
with their imagined interlocutor, subvert the form in much the same way the
letter in HD subverts the expectations of Empire. The surviving artifacts of
Conrad’s friendship with Nobel Laureate John Galsworthy present a unique
and vital insight into this phenomenon.
The vast majority of the Galsworthy letters stand as exceptionally
utilitarian in form. These tend to conform with the vast majority of HD
letters. Yet, the few moments of true emotion one can find in the
Galsworthy collection emerge as the result of moments of trauma, and they
wholly defy social convention, as Conrad disregards the formal boundaries
of epistolary form in periods of catharsis. These such letters coincide with
the rare emotional letters of the novel — that sent from the Aunt and the
handing over of Kurtz’s correspondence to the Intended — in stark
defiance of social convention in moments wherein characters try to process
trauma. Although the Galsworthy collection revolves around friendship and
the mutual frustrations of two writers, and HD’s letters concern family,
romance and colonialism, the physical artifacts of Conrad’s closest
friendship highlight his response to traumatic events, paralleling such
responses in HD. Conrad’s experience and reaction to trauma, both in reality
and in his fiction harken to a level of intimacy which results from, and can
only form around, moments of intense emotional anguish, as the letter and
its imagined interlocutor allows for intimacy to occur even across the vast
distances of the empire.
The letters to close male friends of Conrad help illuminate how,
even in an intimate relationship, an emotional distance exists. While Conrad
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wrote to a number of pillars of early modernism, John Galsworthy seems to
stand apart in how close a relationship he and Conrad formed. Jessie recalls
his years of amity by introducing him in Conrad as I Knew Him as “Mr.
John Galsworthy, to whose unfailing friendship we both owe more than can
be expressed in words, who used to run down often for a day or two days’
visit” (Conrad 47). Moreover, a contemporary review of Jean-Aubry’s Life
and Letters in the Daily Chronicle notes “[a]mong the letters which Conrad
wrote to literary men of his day, those to Mr. John Galsworthy are the most
intimate, and perhaps the most interesting” (Daily Chronicle). He is often
seen in biographical accounts as one of Conrad’s earliest literary friends,
along with Edward Garnett, and, while he was close with Ford and James as
well, the Galsworthy friendship was Conrad’s most valued by consensus
opinion.
Given the ways Galsworthy is painted in the relationship, his receipt
of predominantly clinical letters is peculiar. The first letter to the Nobel
laureate in Collected Letters is from 1898, yet, as a note mentions, “his
friendship with Conrad went back to a voyage on the Torrens in 1893” (Karl
2.11n), implying by ‘98 their relationship was well established. In what would
become an occasional theme throughout his correspondence, in the first
sentence Conrad omits the copular verb, saying only “[t]he last line
excellent” (Collected Letters 2:11) in reviewing Galsworthy’s Jocelyn. Such an
omission immediately creates a sense either of urgency or distance, as if
Conrad is either writing too quickly to bother with inserting the verb to be
or else trying to create a metaphorical lacuna between himself and the
recipient in not granting them full, grammatically correct clauses. Any
explanation to this quandary only muddies what is known of the
Galsworthy/Conrad friendship. This rushed tone in the introduction, akin to
a chance hallway encounter as both hurry to their destinations, comes off as
authentically Conradian, as he is so often seen in biographies, from Jessie
Conrad and Jean-Aubry through to Meyers and Jasanoff, as brief and
unwillingly to reveal much if any emotion to those around him. This
reserved tone conceals the space the writer places between himself and the
imagined interlocutor, as Galsworthy is deprived eloquent, exhaustive prose.
Moreover, this January letter only gives the emphasized “excellent” in praise
of Galsworthy’s second novel. Conrad spends the rest of the letter granting
advice on navigating publishers, noting Galsworthy should “[t]ry for higher
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terms than You3 are disposed to accept. [Unwin] will never give you what the
book is worth — nobody would of course; but he won’t even give you what
the book should fetch. Generosity on Your part would be
misplaced” (Collected Letters 2:11). This refusal to extol or even outline his
thoughts on the novel itself to any useful degree for Galsworthy, suggests
that, even with close friends, Conrad was guarded, hiding his emotions
behind epistolary convention and an intentional distance on the page.
In concluding the letter, Conrad again grants praise, though more
muted than at the outset, only saying of Jocelyn “I believe it will be
appreciated. I do. I don’t despair for mankind. The best of luck to you and
your story” (2:12). These sentences, as short as they are, one of them only
containing a subject and a verb, sans a direct object, again harken to the
coolness at the beginning and illuminate the dynamics of the relationship.
Moreover, in finishing his remarks on Jocelyn, Conrad lowers his opinion
from a work that is “excellent” to one he merely believes will be appreciated,
suggesting he may not “appreciate” it himself, though others might. The
“despair for mankind” comment appears out of place, but, assumedly it is
again only faint praise referring to the middle of the letter wherein he notes
“[n]ot everybody’s writing and not everybody’s reading either” (2.11), and, as
Galsworthy is picking up the pen, it comforts Conrad that someone is
writing other than himself, Henry James and Ford Madox Ford. This bold
proclamation, in context, becomes mundane as Conrad quickly ends his
decreasing praise for the manuscript.
A majority of the correspondence Conrad sent to Galsworthy,
however, lacks even such faint praise. A 9 April 1902 letter is far more
consistent with the norm, wherein he implores Galsworthy to “come along,
and bring all the MS. I am very impatient to see Your work” (2:405). Perhaps
deeper emotions were saved for when Galsworthy was visiting in person,
hence why Conrad was so eager for him to “write to us day and
train” (2:405) to their Pent Farm home with manuscripts in hand to be
poured over and further abate Conrad’s despair for mankind. However, if
Bannet’s logic is applied, one would assume Conrad’s letters should read
much like any conversation to Galsworthy, in person or otherwise. The
Conrad often used the formal, capitalized “You” when writing, regardless of the recipient.
Moore assumes it is an extension of his education in French, as he tends to use the secondpersonal plural in his French letters.
3
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utilitarian nature of most Galsworthy letters implies a distant relationship,
Conrad trying to present a stereotypical reserved, guarded masculinity, even
to his most intimate correspondents. The rest of the April letter requests
Galsworthy go rumor hunting, asking to “find out for me whether Meldrum
is up and doing…it is rather important for me to know and I do not want to
write to the office direct” (2.405). Such letters, wherein Galsworthy seems an
intermediary to pass news from London to Conrad, or to inform him of
Ada’s health, seem to rebuke the general understanding of Galsworthy as an
intimate and cherished interlocutor. If the letter was understood to be a tool
to continue natural conversation, one can see, most often, the Conrad/
Galsworthy conversation, though amicable, rarely displayed sincere emotion
and tended more towards the traditional, reserved masculinity of the
modern age.
There are only two letters of the over 250 within Collected Letters
which suggest an intimacy between the two, both borne of moments of
intense trauma. The first letter, dated 1 November 1910, appears to hold a
rare moment of catharsis stemming directly from the continual poor sales of
The Secret Agent and broadly from a poor public reception generally of his
works at this point in the middle of his career. In the epistle, Conrad
inveighs:
A public is not to be found in a class, caste, clique or type. The
public is (or are?) individuals. Le public introuvable is only introuvable
simply because it is all humanity. And no artist can give it what it
wants because humanity doesn’t know what it wants. But it will
swallow everything. It will swallow Hall Caine and John
Galsworthy, Victor Hugo and Martin Tupper. It is an ostrich, a
clown, a giant, a bottomless sack. It is sublime. It has apparently
no eyes and no entrails, like a slug, and yet it can weep and suffer.
(4.385)

The outburst is striking for how it harangues the public with which Conrad
struggled the whole of his literary career. Despite employing simile to lower
the public to a mindless mollusk, Conrad takes great pains to avoid
personalizing what is clearly a private torment. Strikingly, the masses may
swallow Galsworthy, but they will not swallow Conrad, in this instance at
least. He has turned to one of the few people in his life who would
understand and empathize with Conrad’s struggles to be recognized for his
literary achievements, yet the anger on the page is retroactive. He is trying to
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understand a long string of disappointments as a distant past. There is no
imagined interlocutor; Conrad is monologuing, knowing Galsworthy will
understand, but assuming no reply will come. Noting him by name as a
victim of le public introuvable suggests Conrad forgets Galsworthy is the
recipient. He projects the trauma of repeated public rejection onto any
nearby victim, rather than internalizing the grief in a healthy way.
The only other letter to show such raw emotion was sent 1 August
1914, at the very start of the Great War, when Conrad and his family were
visiting Poland and trapped between German and Russian forces. The way in
which Conrad opens this letter explains the frantic state he finds himself in,
worried as he does not “know when this letter will reach You — or even if it
will reach you, but I must tell you what is happening to us” (5:408). This is
not a normal letter to Galsworthy exchanging pleasantries, this is a last will
and testament as Conrad assesses the likely collision of the Russian and
Austrian forces he is caught between. He is not entirely sure if his family will
live, the trauma very clear on the page as his homeland is again torn apart by
war. His fear is clear as Conrad notes, “I simply dare not venture on the
horrors of a war-exodus” (5:408), as Jessie’s knee was in terrible shape
before they left and had not improved in the slightest since.4 Fully aware of
the teetering dominos of European alliances at this juncture, Conrad lays out
a plan to extract his family, “if England finds herself at war with Austria I
entreat you my dear fellow to try to open communications with me through
the Foreign Office and through such ambassador or envoy of some neutral
power who will be charged with the interests of such Bsh subjects as may be
left in Austria” (5:409). The fear shouts from the page, and the outset of war
likely explains why Conrad is so upset. In this moment of desperation, he
needs a close friend to entrust his affairs to, and, in this letter, we see true
friendship emerge, brought on by the trauma of geopolitical circumstance.
When last war broke out in Poland, he was yet to be born, only hearing tales
from his father. Now, on returning to a his homeland, Conrad is forced to
see the horror of war again come to his country in person.
Yet, even as this letter shows emotion due to trauma, Jessie paints a
far different, and bleaker, picture when outlining their first night in a nation
From her own accounts of their trip: “at last we were off, tired out completely, and with the
feeling of having only just escaped a terrible tragedy…[and in] vain I assured him that a little
rest and quiet was all I needed, and that in the morning I would be ready to move wherever he
might want to go” (Conrad 64-5).
4
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at war. While Conrad wrote from Zakopane,5 and discussed the war as a faroff thing, he neglects to mention, in the first hours, it had come to his very
hotel, with “the manager, a good-looking man, with a fine head of thick
black hair [that morning…] rushed hurriedly forward, his head shaven close,
and announcing in shrill tones, ‘I expect to sleep in barracks tonight” (Conrad 72). More importantly, he neglects to inform Galsworthy
how the wife of their traveling partner had crossed the Russian border
earlier, and the daring rescue of her. Jessie notes “[t]hen came the appeal
which I had feared. He [their traveling partner] asked us to allow…Borys, a
youth of sixteen, to accompany him. I remember feeling dismay, yet at the
same time it was impossible to refuse. [She and Conrad] stood at the door
watching them enter a car; [her] heart rose in [her] mouth when the manager
handed a revolver to each” (73). In an attempt at stoicism — whether
conscious or not — Conrad neglects to tell Galsworthy the true depth of
the trauma his family experienced. The exclusion of such frightful details of
the days trapped in Austrian Poland again creates a distance between them,
even as Conrad places his fate in Galsworthy’s hands through this epistolary
manifesto. Even in moments of intense personal trauma, Conrad must
create distance, be it refusing to acknowledge the imagined recipient as with
the April letter, or by selectively removing more traumatic details in this
August letter. Such qualified intimacy borne from traumatic experiences will
prove a vital means of understanding the moments of emotion in the letters
of Heart of Darkness.
The power and importance of epistles within HD is far less obvious
than when analyzing Conrad’s personal life; however, Owen Knowles, when
discussing Conrad’s literary influences in constructing his adventure tales,
notes that “excluding the convention of ‘thrills’, ‘charm’ and obvious
‘catastrophe’, [The Nigger and HD] develop an alternative method that he and
Ford termed ‘progression d’effet’. The phrase is full of implication: it suggests
the scrupulous attention to the ‘small’, whether it be a fleeting glimpse, an
image or an observed detail,” (Knowles 36). Letters as a genre, as seen
above, give increased attention to the small, the minutia of rhetorical form
which have a profound impact on the tone and implication of the author.
This, in turn, helps one to understand Heart of Darkness, as when letters

5

Then part of the Austrian partition of Poland, on the border with present-day Slovakia.
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appear, while Conrad rarely gives the reader a direct view of their contents,6
the formal rhetorical choices Marlow makes when discussing the
correspondence he interacts with have a profound impact on how one
interprets the obscured contents. One would assume, from the Galsworthy
lesson, letters in HD are similar to Conrad’s personal letters: short, clinical,
and devoid of emotion, with minor rhetorical differences heightening the
distance and callousness of the author. While a majority comport with this
assumption, in moments of intense emotion — i.e. during the appearance of
the Aunt and the exchange of Kurtz’s ephemera to the Intended — catharsis
and legitimate feelings can be found as Marlow processes his traumatic
experiences in the depths of the Congo.
The first letter of business within HD is the verbal-letter the
Accountant asks Marlow to deliver to Kurtz, so called as he only asks
Marlow to bring the message by mouth due to a fear a physical letter will be
opened and read by rivals; in all other aspects, this is stereotypical business
correspondence. The artifact both comports with the clinical trope from
before, and highlights early on the force of the letter in the narrative. In the
episode, Marlow describes the sounds around him growing to a crescendo as
the Accountant discusses Kurtz. Initially, he only notes “the sick man
[nearby] was too ill to groan. The flies buzzed in a great peace” (HD 60), as
if these are cursory sounds. The man is silent, and the flies create a form of
white noise. Yet, once the caravan arrives, noise becomes far more
pronounced, as “[s]uddenly there was a growing murmur of voices and a
great tramping of feet… a violent babble of uncouth sounds burst out on
the other side of the planks” (60), marking the arrival of news and supplies.
While the sheer number of words given to the description of noises around
the camp would suggest one focus on this sound which comes with the
caravan, Conrad’s silencing of the outside noise implores the reader to focus
instead on the coming letter, though downplayed in the moment. Marlow
himself gives little attention to the caravan other than to establish the chaos
before the Accountant shuts the window, as, “when one has to make the
correct entries one comes to hate these savages” (60-1), further drawing
attention to the importance of the letter Such a reaction is striking, with the
This author counts only two instances of a letter’s contents being made know to the reader
— the verbal-letter the Accountant asks Marlow to pass on to Kurtz and a singular one of the
rivet letters sent by the brickmaker.
6
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Company man more interested in his business than the sounds of anarchy
and death outside, annoyed such noise interrupts his focus. The ease with
which a character is able to wholly shut out sound, and turn to writing —
both his accounting and the soon-to-come letter — forces the reader to shift
their focus as well, with the general sounds of empire shut out at times to
address the clinical messages which push the Empire forward, and how they
recast the novella.
In this moment, with the Accountant’s utterances become the focus
over the sounds of the arriving caravan, the Company man giving Marlow a
delicate task; knowing the terminus of Marlow’s route into the jungle, he
asks that, “when you see Mr. Kurtz…tell him from me that everything
here…is very satisfactory. I don’t like to write him — with those messengers
of ours you never know who may get a hold of your letter — at that Central
Station” (61). In effect, this task from the Accountant merges the oral and
the written into a singular device — out of necessity, driven by fear of other
Company men taking retribution on Kurtz — which compels Marlow
towards the Inner Station, making manifest the metaphorical concept of
letter writing Bannet found in Empire of Letters. Simultaneously, this creation
of an intimate intermediary, the courier, by necessity, needing to know the
contents of the letter they carry, disrupts the very social structure the
Accountant seeks to avoid. The fear is that wandering eyes will read the
letter to Kurtz and attempt to undermine his progress within the Company,
yet, in doing so, the Accountant has forced a stranger to know an intimate
“secret.” By trying to save Kurtz, the Accountant performs the very action
he fears. Conrad’s melding here of the verbal and the written assumes a level
of intimacy between writer and reader, an intimacy too important to risk
being seen by a nefarious third party, and yet this intimacy is as distinct as
that which exists between Marlow and the Accountant conversing alone
about the realities of Empire. In this moment, Marlow becomes a quasiletter himself, bearer of this message to Kurtz; the imagined interlocutor of
Bannet is very real, physically in the room receiving the letter from its writer.
However, despite the added intimacy of this being a verbal message
entrusted to Marlow for delivery, rather than a material object, the
communication only involves business, with Kurtz’s accounts seeming in fine
order. There is no hidden knowledge or intimacy to see within this message.
Much like how Conrad writes most often to Galsworthy, despite what
appears outwardly to be an intimate transaction with the trust placed in
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Marlow, this letter is, essentially, a distant piece, written in short-hand much
like the Jocelyn letter and without much emotion to dissect or subtle hidden
meaning to be deciphered.
Such clinical letters dominate the first half of the narrative. These
early letters are vital to the function of colonialism, carrying instructions to
steer the Empire. Yet, they also implicitly carry directions from Conrad on
how to read the work. Strictly within the narrative, these letters of business
allow the various cogs in the imperial machine to move, and, with them,
bring Marlow deeper into the heart of darkness at the end of the Congo
river. Yet, to harken back to Bannet, “[l]etter-writing had political, social,
domestic, cultural and economic consequences because it had fictional force
even in its most ‘real’ or utilitarian manifestations” (Bannet 53). The clinical
nature of the early letters suggest a distance which always exists within the
imperial context, even as lives rest on the demands made within letters sent
from colony to capital. One can look to the letters Marlow has sent by the
brickmaker concerning his need for rivets to see an example of this theory.
The reader is never given a finite number of how many demands are sent,
but it is assumed at least a dozen calls for rivets leave the Station. These
letters, and their lack of reply, bring the motion of the novel to a grinding
halt.
The stasis of Marlow, overwhelmed and helpless before the boring
reality of waiting on bureaucracy to process a request for a bucket of rivets,
allows for another moment to focus on the role of the letter within the
narrative. While these correspondences pass on to their recipient to no avail,
by forcing the reader to move through pages of frustration and obsession
over rivets, Conrad has disrupted the flow of his novel to bring attention to
the necessity of a letter to move the narrative forward. Yet, of vital note is
that, for the only time in the novel, neither Marlow nor the brickmaker
knows their interlocutor; he only writes “‘my dear sir…I demanded
rivets” (HD 71). This inability to construct an imagined interlocutor, as
Conrad can do in with Galsworthy, and as any other letter writing character
can within the work, sets the letters up to fail. Their rhetorical power
collapses without the ability to imagine a conversation with the recipient and
thus leads to Marlow’s excessive angst.
After using the great name of Kurtz to compel action, Marlow
notes “[n]ow letters went to the coast every week…‘I write from dictation.’ I
demanded rivets” (71). The dictation is notable: while Marlow never writes a
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letter himself, it would appear the brickmaker is copying the words of the
tired and frustrated captain, further muddying the imagined recipient
between the man dictating and the man writing the letter. While time in this
section becomes convoluted, the remark that letters were sent “every week”
indicates just how futile this measure was. For the first, and only, time in the
novel letters fail to have any impact. Neither speech nor writing can bring
rivets in a timely manner, this lack of control over outcomes mirroring
Marlow’s lack of control over the readers of HD or the listeners of his tale
upon the Nellie. Moreover, his next observation is telling, as, after this frantic
dictation, he notes how the brickmaker changes, as he “became very cold
and suddenly began to talk about a hippopotamus” (71). In classic form for
Company men, the brickmaker turns on a dime to other, less pressing,
matters, creating a distance akin to that seen in the Galsworthy letters, the
clinicalness of imperial business coming to full effect. Despite the letter
serving as an intimate form of address, the male-dominated correspondence
of Empire forces a created distance between writer and interlocutor —
either in substance or in refusing to imagine the interlocutor proper when
making demands of the colonial machine — to remove emotion from a
situation, making exploitation easier to rationalize and justify in the moment.
Marlow’s refusal to give letters a convention of intimacy comports with the
known writings of Conrad to Galsworthy.
Yet, the first of two times epistolary emotion appears in the novel
comes with the first actual letter to appear in the narrative, that of the Aunt
to secure Marlow his job in the Congo. This epistle sets in motion the whole
tragic story Marlow bears witness to, and, as the first sin of the novella, the
emotional release which corresponds with trauma for Conrad appears
beneath the surface. The Aunt is the catalyst for the Congo affair only due to
her “know[ing] the wife of a ver y high personage in the
Administration” (49). Despite her being “a dear enthusiastic soul…[who]
was determined to make no end of fuss to get [Charlie] appointed skipper
of a river steam-boat” (49), there is a darker undertone to how Marlow
describes the situation. As opposed to the rivets diatribes, this letter is
markedly different in a contextually-dramatic manner: Marlow offers
retroactive commentary on the attitudes of his aunt. Indeed, Allan Simmons
notes “Marlow is brutal about the great cost, perceiving in his aunt’s
designation of him as an ‘exceptional and gifted creature’… an echo of the
‘rot let loose in print and talk just about that time’” (Simmons 114). The
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Aunt, as a tangential member of the imperial machine, shows the classic
Conradian trope of “Europeans whom Conrad brought to Africa [which]
are foolishly inspired by the propaganda they’ve ingested from their
newspapers” (114) de facto transforming into a fictional le public introuvable
with which Marlow is battling. The implication newspapers present only
propaganda contrasts them with the authenticity and incorruptibility of the
letter as a presentation of fact. Despite the natural existence of fiction in
letter writing, Marlow, in this instance, seems to suggest letters from the
colony are more valid than reports in the news, as letters lack the public
propaganda newspapers injected to create a narrative supportive of the
state’s colonial exploits. A letter has no need to ignore the chain gangs and
dead bodies of the first station Marlow encounters, whereas the “ingestible
propaganda” would seemingly refuse to report such barbarism. The Aunt is
but a member of the foolish and easily-misled public, much like the public
which refused to buy Conrad’s fictions and thus serves as a proxy for
Marlow’s own anger and disillusionment post-Congo. Certainly, Conrad is
more explicit when writing to Galsworthy, but the progression d’effet does not
allow such blatant hatred.
In comparing Marlow to “[s]omething of an emissary of light,” the
Aunt’s lack of understanding of colonial reality causes his bombastic remark
of “how out of touch with truth women are” (HD 53). This naïveté with
which Marlow casts the Aunt brings to the surface the anger hidden in the
commentary of the newspapers; her blind belief in what she reads reminds
the boat captain of why society writ large has allowed the horrors he
witnessed to continue uninterrupted for so long. Marlow rejects the idea of
himself as an emissary of light, at least in this reflective state in which he
tells the story, tarnished by the traumas of the Congo which are only now
coming to the surface. Marlow’s realization he “had been represented to the
wife of the high dignitary as an exceptional and gifted creature — a piece of
good fortune for the Company — a man you don’t get hold of every
day” (53) is equally tinged with ire. Just as Conrad placed the blame for his
lack of economic success through literature on the public, Marlow places the
blame for the pain, both physical and emotional, which he has endured since
returning to the Congo on his Aunt, the woman who wrote the letter which
got him his job. For doing what she thought to be in his best interest, the
Aunt is granted the blame, for overselling his abilities, for getting him a
skippership, for sending him down the river, for seeing Kurtz’s atrocities, for
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letting Kurtz die. In this first moment of intense trauma, Marlow, much like
Conrad in the April letter, cannot process the emotions boiling over on the
page, and though the letter is the mode of agency, he strips the form to keep
himself from having to face traumatic realities. Conrad refused to
acknowledge Galsworthy as the interlocutor, and Marlow likewise creates
“the wife of the high dignitary,” a woman he never meets, to allow him to
use the letter to vent his pain yet not fully deal with the consequences
therein. The overwhelming feeling of this first letter is a repression of
emotion, a refusal to accept the realities of trauma, and a need to place
blame elsewhere to maintain his sanity.
It is only after he has retold his tale of the Congo affair, and,
through the story, escape the nightmares of the jungle, that Marlow can
process his trauma, and, again, as the pain comes to the surface, letters
become the dominant artifact around which trauma circulates as he hands
over Kurtz’s letters to the Intended. The pomp and circumstance around this
exchange of letters — the only direct handing of a letter from one to the
other we see in the novel — compels the reader to process what Kurtz’s
death has meant for the world, and the reverence which all have for him
despite his crimes. The strange ritual the Intended performs before the
exchange, “put[ting] out her arms as if after a retreating figure… I shall see
this eloquent phantom as long as I live and I shall see in her too, a tragic and
familiar shade resembling in this gesture another one, tragic also, bedecked in
powerless charms stretching bare brown arms over the glitter of the infernal
stream, the stream of darkness” (125), ties Kurtz’s fiancé to his African
lover. A continent apart, in this moment of bringing the letters of Kurtz,
borne from the depths of the Congo to Belgium, the two lovers of Kurtz
both reach out in a moment of solidarity, trying to grasp their lost hero, the
imagined interlocutor of the bundle of letters.
This exchange of Kurtz’s correspondence is the only moment in
which letters convey a sincerely intimate moment. The Aunt’s letter gets
Marlow a job, the Chief Accountant sends a verbal-letter to assure Kurtz he
was doing great work, Marlow sends letters to get his rivets, and the letters
brought to Kurtz assumedly entail Company business. Yet, these letters,
brought over land and sea, are now all that remain of Kurtz, and this final
memento is, in many ways, sacred to both Marlow, who knew the real power
of Kurtz, and the Intended, who worships an idealized version of her fiancé.
Despite the view of all the other characters who write and send letters,
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Marlow sees correspondence as sacred and worthy of protecting, as
evidenced by the fact that he tells the “clean shaven man” requesting all of
Kurtz’s materials to “’expect nothing else…there are only private
letters’” (120) which are explicitly meant for the fiancé of the fallen monster.
The implied interlocutor of the collection, the image of Kurtz which exists
in the composition of this bundle of business letters, allows him to exist in
perpetuity, and the image is different depending on the holder of the bundle.
The Intended’s image is the purest form of Kurtz which can still exist, and
this preservation of his purity lessens the sting of his crimes, in some small
way, abating Marlow’s trauma.
To William Blackwood in 1899, justifying the ending of HD prior to
publication, Conrad wrote “the interview of the man and the girl locks in—
as it were—the whole 30000 words of the narrative description into one
suggestive view of a whole phase of life, and makes of that story something
quite on another plane than an anecdote of a man who went mad in the
Centre of Africa” (Blackwood & Meldrum 154). In viewing the Intended, with
“the summing up whisper of her internal condemnation,” a moment of
physical intimacy occurs mediated by the letters, as Marlow “la[ys] the packet
[of letters] gently on the table. She put[s] her hand over it…” (HD 123). The
ellipsis halts the moment in time. This first touch with the remains of Kurtz
lasts infinitely, much as he does through them, and in that moment, there is a
transcendence. While the Native Woman was unable to hold onto Kurtz, the
Intended, by virtue of being European, and able to read her fiancé’s writing,
can hold onto his words forever. The physicality of the letters and their link
to the Congo affair allow for a less direct processing of trauma and, as such,
can bring healing and comfort by creating a continuity of Kurtz’s memory.
In truth, these letters are nothing more than the clinical pieces seen
throughout the novella. They appear earlier, when Marlow first meets Kurtz,
noting “we had brought his belated correspondence, and a lot of torn
envelopes and open letters littered his bed. His hands roamed feebly
amongst these papers…this Shadow looks satiated and calm as though for
the moment it had had its fill of all the emotions” (106). The letters, then,
stand as the last relic of the traumatic moment when Marlow had his vision
of Kurtz’s shattered upon the shores of an Inner Station lined with skulls.
The sharing of this trauma with the Intended, and Marlow’s handing over of
the nightmares these letters symbolize, allows him to grieve, even if he
cannot tell her the reality of her husband’s crimes. In touching Kurtz’s
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letters, the Intended sees an intimacy between the men, and thinks Marlow
“knew him well,” with Marlow confirming “[i]ntimacy grows quick out
there” (123). It is this intimacy which both saves and destroys Marlow, as the
reality of Kurtz keeps the trauma fresh in his mind, yet the purging of this
final vestige of the monster which he brought back to Europe with him, in
the intimacy of the Intended’s home, allows for a moment of healing, for
both of them.
Yet, much as Conrad withholds the full reality of the situation in
Poland from Galsworthy, he never allows the reader to see the contents of
the parcel Marlow delivers. This refusal to grant the reader insight requires
one to look outside the novel to understand their significance, and through
understanding Conrad’s personal aversion to trauma one can begin to
contextualize why these business correspondences are treated differently.
Even in trying to share, and thus lessen, his personal trauma, Conrad seems
unable to paint a full picture of a scarring situation, and so too does Marlow
appear incapable of opening the letters. These are letters of colonization,
but, with Kurtz, these are letters of his subjugation and extortion of the
natives; these letters chronicle the slow spiral from idealized man to twisted
god. Marlow’s comment that “[h]is words will remain” (124) via this bundle
of letters is haunting. To the Intended, her ideal of Kurtz, the fearless
crusader and brilliant man of enterprise has found immortality in these
letters, but to Marlow, his twisted memory lives on through his handwriting
on the page. To open them, to show the reader the reality of this final
memento of Kurtz, would be to release his demonic presence again, and it is
better to pretend the full reality is nonexistent. It is unhealthy, and keeps
M a r l ow f r o m t r u l y r e c ove r i n g f r o m h i s t r a u m a , y e t t h i s
compartmentalization allows him to maintain his sanity in a situation which
is, in so many facets, wholly insane.
To understand this, however, one must understand the ways in
which Conrad thought of letters, and how he utilized them to process
trauma in his personal life. Conrad’s personal letters imply a subversion of
form by playing with convention in writing to Galsworthy as his most
intimate familiar. If Heart of Darkness is to be understood as, in many ways,
autobiographical, it is vital to understand Conrad’s comprehension of
tragedy, and his refusal to process it completely. Galsworthy grants the lens
necessary to read the underlying trauma of letters in the work, yet, when one
peers through that lens, the story becomes all the more tragic. In the end, the
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letters of Heart of Darkness, though they move the plot along, show Marlow’s
— and by extension, Conrad’s — inability to process trauma. The refusal to
open the letters of Kurtz, instead handing them to the Intended to discover
the implied horrors of their contents, implies such intense trauma can never
be processed, and it is best to leave such nightmares far away and to refuse
to acknowledge their existence, to refuse to heal.
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T

.S. ELIOT EXPANDS upon romantic ideals of individuality in his poem

“The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” by hyper-focusing on the singularity
of Prufrock’s consciousness. Though romanticism typically centers upon a
positive depiction of the self, Eliot depicts Prufrock’s disintegration in a
perpetual state of longing. Prufrock’s troubled awareness of his desire is
depicted by the seemingly chaotic, but highly intentional irregularities in the
poem’s form. Eliot uses irregular form to mimic Prufrock’s desire for
companionship and the tension between his outer and inner selves.
Though Prufrock’s diction and irregular form contrast with the idea
of a “love song,” Eliot’s subtle integration of traditionally romantic
structures shows that Prufrock longs for companionship. Despite the form’s
categorization as free verse, Eliot draws on the Shakespearean sonnet to
structure his first two stanzas:
Let us go then, you and I,
When the evening is spread out against the sky
Like a patient etherised upon a table;
Let us go, through certain half deserted streets,
The muttering retreats
Of restless nights in one-night cheap hotels
And sawdust restaurants with oyster-shells:
Streets that follow like a tedious argument
Of insidious intent
To lead you to an overwhelming question . . .
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Oh, do not ask, “What is it?”
Let us go and make our visit.
In the room the women come and go
Talking of Michelangelo. (1-14)

The first stanza and following rhyming couplet allude to the fourteen-line
structure of a Shakespearean sonnet, historically used for love poems. This
“ghost sonnet” subtly reveals Prufrock’s romantic striving. His striking
comparison between the evening “sky” and a motionless body is jarring
following the title’s claim that the poem is a “love song.” The disconcerting
opening simile is emphasized by the lack of rhyme in the third line, further
highlighting the callous diction that masks Prufrock’s desire. Though
Prufrock sets a somber scene of a rundown city, his “I” desires
accompaniment from a “you” in his lonely state. His longing for romance is
stressed by the caesura in line 1, joining the “you and I” and offsetting them
from the lonely setting. Eliot’s use of white space starkly separates the
rhyming couplet and opening stanza, demonstrating the divide between
Prufrock and companionship. His bleak city and the realm of women and
socialization are disconnected.
Attempting to pursue companionship and fulfill his desire, Prufrock
creates an inauthentic mask, shown by Eliot’s odd use of pronouns.
Prufrock’s alienation from women prompts him to create “public” and
“private” versions of himself. The public self is a disingenuous
representation of Prufrock — one he creates to entice women. The split
between his two selves is shown by Eliot’s use of the pronoun “you.”
Though “you” can be interpreted as a romantic companion, as in the poem’s
opening line, Prufrock also uses it to refer to his masked self. His description
of “a face to meet the faces that you meet” (27) depicts the false persona
that Prufrock displays in an effort to romance women that he meets. He is
resolved about the necessity of his mask: “Time for you and time for me,/
And time yet for a hundred indecisions,/ And for a hundred visions and
revisions,..” (31-33). Eliot plays on the pronouns “you” and “me” to show
Prufrock’s belief that there is a necessity for his public self, separate from
the time for his true self. The inner rhyme between “indecisions,” “visions,”
and “revisions” strengthens Prufrock’s idea that his mask can be manipulated
to satisfy his desire.
The chaotic rhyme scheme of the poem illustrates Prufrock’s sense
of unworthiness in his romantic pursuits and resulting need to mask his
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inner self. The rhyme scheme in the seventh stanza highlights his feelings of
unworthiness in love by stressing his perceived shortcomings:
And indeed there will be time
To wonder, “Do I dare?” and, “Do I dare?”
Time to turn back and descend the stair,
With a bald spot in the middle of my hair —
[They will say: “How his hair is growing thin!”]
My morning coat, my collar mounting firmly to the chin,
My necktie rich and modest, but asserted by a simple pin —
[They will say: “How his hair is growing thin!”]
Do I dare
Disturb the universe?
In a minute there is time
For decisions and revisions which a minute will reverse. (37-58)

The strange return of the “B” rhyme (“dare”) in line 45 emphasizes
Prufrock’s indecision. The repetitions of “Do I dare?” — specifically in the
irregularly short line 45 — reinforce his questioning and uncertainty. The
brevity of the line suggests that Prufrock’s confidence is withering away as
the three words appear insignificant following lengthy lines: he has regressed
from bold questioning to a timid uncertainty. The quadruple “C” rhyme
from lines 41-44 demonstrates how Prufrock’s self-doubt is influenced by
hyper-awareness of his flaws. Eliot’s repetition of an entire line centers upon
Prufrock’s insecurities, specifically about the flaws noticed by others. The
length of this line, especially when compared to the meager “Do I dare,” is
indicative of the lasting effect the judgment has on Prufrock. Eliot’s use of
brackets illustrates Prufrock’s resulting isolation by creating visual borders.
The brackets also demonstrate the split between the public and private self.
The brackets, like the outer self, shield the inner Prufrock to the public and
show that women do not breach his mask to expose his private self. The
robust appearance of the superficial judgment shows that Prufrock’s sense
of unworthiness is caused by society’s assessment of him and his awareness
of this.
Eliot’s irregular structure reflects how Prufrock’s unsatiated desire
disrupts the linear passage of time in his troubled state of mind. The
seemingly chaotic structuring of the verse paragraphs demonstrates
Prufrock’s incoherent consciousness, wrestling with playfulness and agitation
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at his isolation. His sudden mental transitions are illustrated by Eliot’s use of
white space and ellipses between disconnected stanzas:
Is it perfume from a dress
That makes me so digress?
Arms that lie along a table, or wrap about a shawl.
II And should I then presume?
II And how should I begin?
. . . . .
Shall I say, I have gone at dusk through narrow streets
And watched the smoke that rises from the pipes
Of lonely men in shirt sleeves, leaning out of windows? . . .
I should have been a pair of ragged claws
Scuttling across the floors of silent seas. (65-74)

The stark white space between the disjointed stanzas signifies a mental
break, an unconscious leap in Prufrock’s erratic mind. Eliot’s use of ellipses
illustrates the disconnection between the discordant verse paragraphs and
imitates Prufrock’s mental wrestling between lightheartedness and despair.
Prufrock begins with subtle mocking of his obsessive desire, speculating if it
is women’s “perfume” or enticing “[a]rms” that draw him. The disembodied
quality that Eliot gives the “arms” feeds into the playful tone, as it would be
ridiculous and shocking for Prufrock to desire a simple arm. Prufrock’s wit
undergoes an unknown transition through a block of white space and
ellipses, and he returns to the somber scene of the rundown city. His return
to this scene suggests a darker attitude toward his loneliness and unmet
desire. This attitude trails off into ellipses and through a blank patch of time,
returning Prufrock to playfulness. The comparison of himself to an isolated
pair of ugly claws, scuffling around in silence, returns to witty commentary
about his alienation.
Prufrock’s craving for companionship and creation of his public
mask lead to his eternal desire. After wrestling with his desire, Prufrock
acknowledges that he has lost control over himself: “No! I am not Prince
Hamlet, nor was meant to be;/ Am an attendant lord,…” (111-112). The
exclamation that he is not Prince Hamlet shows his agitation with his
romantic failures and hints at his loss of autonomy. In contrasting himself
with Hamlet, Prufrock asserts that he does not have a choice about what to
“be” anymore. Eliot punctuates this realization with caesura, articulating
Prufrock’s distress over his loss of freedom. Eliot’s omission of the “I” in
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line 112 further demonstrates Prufrock’s loss of control. The excluded “I”
suggests that Prufrock is ruled by his public self. Though he crafted the
public mask to entice women, he may have given up control in splitting
himself. The public self steers him into unwanted roles of “an easy
tool,” (114) “[p]olitic, cautious,” (116) and a “Fool” (119), when Prufrock’s
intention was to attract women. His perpetual state of longing is depicted in
the irregular structure of the closing verse paragraphs:
I have heard the mermaids singing each to each.
I do not think that they will sing to me.
I have seen them riding seaward on the waves (124-126).

Eliot surrounds Prufrock by the objects of his desire but structures the
white space to permanently divide them. Though Prufrock’s “I” hears and
sees the women and is still enticed by them, he realizes he will not be able to
reach them. He is in a limbo of longing, but Prufrock projects his failure in a
poignant way: his “drown[ing]” (131) surrounded by beautiful women is
powerful, even if they will never know him.
Though the poem’s form contrasts that of a typical “love song,” it
imitates Prufrock’s state of mind, compromised by desire. Human desire is
often an uncontrollable urge, so its constant presence in Prufrock’s mind
leads to erratic mental bounds. The form is chaotic, but desire grounds each
stanza, binding discordant structures and attitudes together with a common
principle. Even after the donning of his mask leaves unsatisfied cravings,
Prufrock’s failure is not mediocre. The tragic limbo completes the “love
song” better than if he had been satisfied, as the want for romance never
vanishes.
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I

N JOHN

BERRYMAN’S “Dream Song 4” the speakers, Henry and Mr.

Bones, oppose one another within the preconscious of a man
suppressing his primal sexual desire in a restaurant. As stated by Helen
Vendler, these archetypes of American minstrelsy roughly depict the
Freudian Superego and Id (Vendler). The scene is narrated from Henry’s
perspective with interjections only by the consciousness of his opposite,
“Mr. Bones.” What takes place is the internal dialogue of a man
brimming with jealousy and sexual desire, inhibited only by the colloquial
rationalization of his Superego — the ideal self — and the repercussions
of springing at “her compact & delicious body” (Berryman l.1) in front
of her spouse and four others. Seemingly absent from the Superego, Mr.
Bones, is the punitive shaming of himself for salacious Id-borne
thoughts. Vendler reconciles Berryman’s departure from Freud by
suggesting the poet infused the Superego with a Christian “conscience.”
I disagree with this interpretation applying to “Dream Song 4.” Mr.
Bones displays no Christian virtue. Instead, he seemingly mocks Henry
with the tone of someone annoyed by his partner’s perpetual caprices.
Therefore, the Superego does not seem to significantly stray from his
psychoanalytic origin as there is a motivation to humiliate Henry for his
intemperance. What Berryman reveals in his wild reinterpretation of the
love sonnet, as told from Henry’s point of view, is the Id’s irresistible
romanticizing and the balancing force which keeps society in check. Both
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are inherent in even the refined echelons of society, but remain hidden
within the civilized self.
In the form of a love song, this poem traces the one-sided, halfdelusional relationship of a single half of a man and a stranger sitting in
a restaurant. The first stanza describes Henry’s first encounter with his
muse, the second is his profession of his love, and the final is a
‘romantic’ ode to her. However, the love song only takes up about half
of every stanza. The second half serves as a rational counterargument to
the Id, even when Mr. Bones is not present. In the first stanza, Henry
recognizes that the husband and four other people are present. In the
second, Mr. Bones, who reigned him in the first time, tells Henry to
move on, and in the third, Henry realizes how divided he and his love
truly are.
Although a composition of three sestets, the poem serves as a
parody to the Italian sonnet in which the male speaker’s erotic love is
impeded . Clearly a woman in “Dream Song 4” is elevated, but Berryman
makes no attempt to sublimate lust into anything proper or noble. He
does the opposite by stripping away the veil which shrouds the conflict
between the Id and Superego that the audience observes crudeness in a
person’s lustful cognition. What occurs in each stanza reflects the
conflict-solution framework characteristic of the Petrarchan sonnet
(Gregerson, 3:00-3:30). As aforementioned, Henry bemoans his sorry
state or threatens brazen illegality and Mr. Bones crassly dismisses him.
Berryman infuses the form with crude realism where a man wonders at a
woman and her posterior.
In the first stanza, as Henry dines on his dessert, he spots his
infatuation:
Filling her compact & delicious body
with chicken páprika, she glanced at me
twice.
Fainting with interest, I hungered back
and only the fact of her husband & four other people
kept me from springing on her (Berryman 1-6)

The restaurant seems upscale — it serves chicken paprika, not pub fare
— and, as such, we can imagine the man Henry and Mr. Bones inhabit is
upper class and relatively respected. The Id interprets the sight of a
woman eating dinner nearby as an act of breaking bread and establishing
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a connection through a shared meal, despite the fact that his body sits at
a separate table from her, her husband, and her four companions. Still,
the speaker claims “she glanced at me / twice” (2-3). However absurd,
he believes in some linkage with her, as indicated by the enjambment
giving twice its own line — establishing the significance of her looks that
cause him to faint “with interest” (4) — an exaggeration. Henry’s
portraying this as a conversational statement and response expresses his
assumption that they are on a dinner date. In keeping, he “hunger[s]
back,” (4) responding with his own appetite for sustenance and her. He
overreacts, and his dramatic interpretation of the moment reveals the
constant caprices of the Id that would spring on the woman, had no one
else been sitting with her. But why do other people prevent Henry from
seeking what he desires? The Superego compels him to be concerned
with lowering his social standing, the fact they would be witnesses, or
most likely, in the Id’s animalistic logic, the reality that he is outnumbered
and weak compared to them. Still, for a moment, he considers diving on
top of a random woman in a chicken-paprika-serving restaurant.
However, this is only the physical and aggressive act Henry
imagines. In the second stanza he adds the alternative course of action
and the subsequent sadness of being unable to satiate himself:
or falling at her little feet and crying
‘You are the hottest one for years of night
Henry’s dazed eyes
have enjoyed, Brilliance.' I advanced upon
(despairing) my spumoni.—Sir Bones: is stuffed,
de world, wif feeding girls. (8-12)

His minstrel speech and references to himself in the third person
suggest Henry’s desperation, passion, and primal emotion. He wants to
display his romantic feelings for a stranger he has yet to speak to, fearless
of any social repercussions. Despite his capriciousness, Henry inhabits
half of the mind of the civilized man sitting in the restaurant. He is
controlled entirely by this internal conflict raging on between the Id and
Superego.
A pattern appears in the second stanza as Henry “advance[s]
upon/ (despairing) [his] spumoni,” (10-12) continued from the first line
when he “hunger[s] back” (4). The poet exhibits the Id’s erratic thoughts
by leading the reader to make a false assumption about Henry’s

Stranger Things Season 1 Episode 5

! Connell
40

Chicken Paprika

subsequent action. In hungering back, it seems as though he will also eat,
like the stranger of his obsession eats her dinner, but instead he hungers
for her in a discomforting savagery. Then he “advance[s],” and, for a
moment, it appears Henry is going to dive towards the woman. He
controls himself, however, and sadly eats his gelato.
His foil, Mr. Bones, finally scolds Henry at the resolution of the
second stanza — “is stuffed,/ de world, wif feeding girls” (11-12) or
“the world is full of girls eating.” He explains to the Id there is no need
to resort to such drastic measures for this woman eating chicken paprika,
because there are plenty of other woman out there, eating dinner also.
Bones’ role is to placate the overdramatic friend with whom he shares a
body. Here it begins to be understandable why the unidentified diner has
not utilized his Id’s absurdist form of courtship: the also-innate
conscience mocks his irrational desires, so their body remains seated at
his table.
In the third stanza, Henry ignores the Superego who tells him to
move on, and remains fixated on the woman:
—Black hair, complexion Latin, jewelled eyes
downcast . . . The slob beside her feasts . . . What wonders is
she sitting on, over there? (13-15)

He lists her features, with “[b]lack hair, complexion Latin, jeweled eyes/
downcast” (13-14). This is, of course, all very superficial. Nevertheless,
he exhibits a vague or false sympathy rooted in lust, observed in the line
break separating “downcast” (14) from the rest of the sentence,
revealing he lingers upon her countenance. Henry then glances over to
her husband who is apparently not paying his wife any attention — the
attention he knows she deserves. It is arguable whether she really is sad or
not on account of the unreliable narrator. This likely could be the
interpretation of the Id searching for a reason to save the woman from
her husband or be of value to her. He stares with utter jealousy as “the
slob beside her feasts” (14). The space between “her” and “feasts” is
loaded with envy as he racks his mind to describe the action of the
husband that harkens back to the “hungering” of the first stanza (14).
From Henry’s perspective, his antagonist gluttonously enjoys a feast in
the literal sense but also in life. He has the wife Henry so desires.
He then returns to his infatuation with her physical appearance,
asking “[w]hat wonders is she sitting on, over there?” (14-15). In

! Connell
41

Chicken Paprika

imagining what her buttocks may look like, he acknowledges the
separation between himself and her, conveyed longingly through the
comma. This sad punctuation most effectively impels the audience to
sympathy, as they feel Henry’s voice quaver upon his realization. Because
feelings swirl about his mind without language, a choked-up silence is apt
for expressing Henry’s strongest desires. Thus, the pregnant pause
invokes an emotion shared by Henry, the man, and their observers: a
longing for something just out of reach.
Henry is pulled out of his fantasy in the line approaching the
resolution, perhaps at the behest of his handler, Mr. Bones. The
“restaurant buzzes” (16). He becomes increasingly aware of the reality
of the situation — “[s]he might as well be on Mars” (16) and the man is
in fact, incredibly alien to her. This idea furthers the comedic onesidedness when coupled with the clarity of the woman eating without
any awareness of the melodrama she has caused.
The separation feels like a breakup for Henry. He asks “[w]here
did it all go wrong” (17)? Nothing, though, has transpired in the scene
beyond dining and quite a bit of brooding. He has become utterly
defeated by Mr. Bones and no longer ponders the woman. Instead, he
looks inward and comes to the realization he is similar to that husband,
or to his demonization of him. They are both “hungry,” gluttonous
individuals. He laments, “[t]here ought to be a law against Henry” (17),
with a tone of self-loathing at his absurd thoughts. This suggests success
on the part of Mr. Bones in effectively shaming Henry to the point of
reason. Henry despises himself and proclaims there should be powers to
control him; and this is where Mr. Bones factually interjects “there
is” (18). Mr. Bones is the law for Henry. Bones has prevented him from
giving in to his most drastic impulses. Mr. Bones is why every stanza
ends with a dose of reason — their perpetual tug-of-war moderates the
man they manipulate because, throughout this entire poem, there is a
civilized man sitting quietly at an upscale restaurant. No one is aware of
his internal conflicts because of his centering extremes, though, this
duality is presumably shared amongst every other diner.
Berryman’s accomplishment in this piece is an examination of
the human psyche through a psychoanalytic lens. The internal dialogue
between Henry and Mr. Bones depicts the preconscious conflict of the
individual. Henry’s existence as the speaker reveals his influence within
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the individual’s mind, though Henry’s restraint shows he is equally
matched by his counterpart. “Dream Song 4” reflects a very recognizable
thought-process: first the initial impulse, followed by shaming and
rationalization which slowly wins out. To give each mental-half thought
reveals there is, in fact, a duality of cognition. Inspired by characters of
racist minstrelsy, each half is primitive and innate but, together, they
direct and moderate a civilized man (Vendler). Ostensibly, the piece
expresses a sort of nihilism suggesting humans are manipulated by
primal directives. Nevertheless, accompanying the animalism of the Id is
an intrinsic, flippant voice of reason. In this sense, the poem maintains a
humanistic assertion that rationality exists not only within external
institutional controls but also within the individual. Society depends on
the tug-of-war between the duality of man and the societal laws which
govern him. It is the consequences of diving to the feet of the chickenpaprika diner that the Superego utilizes to moderate the Id, who may be
restrained only by the knowledge that he is outnumbered by the dinner
party. Still, Henry recognizes the rules governing marriage and
understands pursuing someone else’s wife will elicit a negative response.
Therefore, no such event occurs, and everyone can enjoy their dinner
peacefully.
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A

T THE END

of season one of Stranger Things, Eleven kills the

Demogorgon, then disappears into black dust as the three boys run around
the classroom frantically looking for her. Mike even begins to tear up as he
screams her name. Throughout the series, Eleven’s telekinetic monsterfighting abilities incessantly establish her as the girl who everyone wants on
their side. The way she is closely shot on camera and the fact that nearly
every other character seeks her help or companionship establishes her as the
continual subject of desire — a figure that is present in many Gothic texts.
In this essay, I wish to present a brief genealogy of that figure: Lucy in Bram
Stoker’s Dracula and Miles in Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw are two
examples of early figures whose depictions suggest that Gothic genre relies
on and deploys women and children as figures around which other
characters’ and the reader’s, desire can coalesce. In these texts, the desirous
narration and plots that are nearly, if not entirely, centered around Lucy and
Miles establish them as the primary subjects of desire in their respective
worlds, much like Eleven in Stranger Things. Both characters are strongly
desired by others, and those who desire them experience a destabilization
when all their attention is cast upon their subject. Although all three stories
occur in different fictional worlds, Lucy, Miles, and Eleven similarly
destabilize their societies by accepting or inviting such desire.
Lucy Westenra is a prime example of the continual subject of desire
in Gothic literature because nearly all the men in Dracula amorously desire
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her. Near the beginning of the novel, Lucy receives three marriage
proposals, from Quincey Morris, Jack Seward, and Arthur Holmwood and
she writes to Mina “[w]hy can’t they let a girl marry three men, or as many as
want her, and save all this trouble?” (Stoker 67). Here, Lucy is essentially
advocating for polyamory– something that would not have been accepted in
Victorian society. Her wish to marry all three men, however inane and
unrealistic it might be, reveals that she is content being the subject of desire
in her world. However, despite that Lucy is content being desired, her sexual
fervor, which is much more pronounced when she is a vampire, eventually
provokes the men to kill her. Before they kill her, Seward describes vampedLucy as having “pointed teeth, the bloodstained, voluptuous mouth- which it
made one shudder to see- the whole carnal and unspiritual appearance,
seeming like a devilish mockery of Lucy’s sweet purity” (228). The reference
to her “sweet purity” implies that they saw human Lucy as pure and virginal
and vamped-Lucy as hyper-sexual, but the reader knows she was never
entirely pure because she tells Mina she would like to marry all three men. As
a vampire, though, Lucy gives in to her own desires and essentially becomes
a menacing seductress.
Despite the fear that vamped-Lucy evokes in the men, Jonathan’s
narration and Lucy’s dialogue continuously force her back into the position
of being the subject of desire. When describing vamped-Lucy, Seward writes
“She flung to the ground, callous as a devil, the child that up to now she had
clutched strenuously to her breast, growling over it as a dog growls over a
bone” (226). His syntax in describing her, such as “callous as a devil” or
comparing her to a dog, appropriately suggests that she is a monster.
However, he then switches to describing her in a desirous way as he notes
her “languorous, voluptuous grace,” and “something diabolically sweet in her
tones” (226). The switch to desirous language is discordant with his
description of her in the preceding paragraph in which he highlights her
frightening behavior. Lucy’s own speech then suggests that she willingly
accepts being the subject of desire as she says to Arthur, “My arms are
hungry for you. Come, and we can rest together. Come, my husband, come!”
(226). The repetition of the word “come” intimates a suggestive tone in her
begging him to join her as Stoker likely meant to play on the sexual double
meaning of the word. The entire scene reveals that nothing can prevent the
men from desiring Lucy, because even when she is a frightening monster,
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Seward’s narration and Lucy’s acceptance of her role perpetuate her as the
continual subject of desire.

Stranger Things Season 1 Episode 2

In Stranger Things, Eleven is only twelve years old, and while she is
not sexualized to the extent that Lucy is, close up camera shots of her and
the yearning gazes of the men and boys that populate her life continuously
establish her as the subject of desire. However, even though she has special
powers, she cannot control who desires her– she can only control who she
desires. When the boys first meet Eleven in the woods, they shine their
flashlights on her face and the camera moves closer to her, thus suggesting
that she is a figure in whom they are all interested. The camera then switches
between shots of the boys staring at her and closer shots of her clearly
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distressed face (S.1, Ep. 2). In the shots of the boys (which also get closer
every time,) Mike’s face becomes the focus, while Dustin and Lucas’ faces
are increasingly shadowed.
The focus on Mike subtly establishes him as the one who desires
Eleven the most among the three boys. Over the course of the season, there
are several moments between Mike and Eleven that intimate the beginning
of a romantic relationship and in season two, when she is gone, Mike
becomes obsessed with attempting to talk to her via the walkie-talkies. To
build the pain of her absence in the first episode of season two, a shot from
Mike’s point-of view lingers on the fort she used to sleep in and then he
picks up the walkie-talkie and says “El, are you there? It’s day 352.” His
incessant need to try to talk to her and his inclusion of the number of days
reveals that he is obsessed with remedying her absence. Even when she is
physically gone, she is still his subject of desire.
In season one, the boys dress Eleven in feminine clothes to help her
blend in, but in doing so, they are also feminizing their subconscious subject
of desire. They could have put her in more casual clothes but instead they
choose a frilly pink dress– the epitome of femininity. Their choice in
dressing her like this suggests that they want her to better fit feminine
stereotypes since she is a subject of desire for them. Mike certainly knows he
desires her, and whether the other boys know it or not, the camera shots and
their facial expressions admit their desire. When she emerges in her new
attire, the camera shoots her with a timid expression on her face, suggesting
that she is still uncomfortable in her position as the subject of desire. The
camera then pans to the boys’ faces, which hold various expressions of awe,
but Mike’s face becomes the focus again as his eyes widen. Dustin says “She
looks…” and Mike interrupts with “Pretty…Pretty good” (S1, Ep 4). That
they are talking about her in the third person even though she is present
further supports the idea that she is a subject of desire, rather than an
autonomous person. Although the boys do not lust after Eleven to the
degree that the men in Dracula lust after Lucy, they all subconsciously desire
her, but Dustin and Lucas allow Mike to be the one who actually pursues
her. Similarly, all the men desire Lucy, but they graciously allow Arthur
Holmwood to marry her since she chooses him.
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Stranger Things Season 1 Episode 5

The moment when Mike says Eleven is pretty is also one of the first
moments in which she knowingly accepts his desire for her and admits hers
for him, which eventually disrupts the friend group. After Mike says she is
pretty, she looks in the mirror and calls herself pretty, thus suggesting that
she accepts her role as the subject of desire among the boys, namely Mike. It
is also notable that even when she is looking at herself in the mirror, Mike is
standing behind her, also looking at her reflection. She smiles at herself, then
at him through the mirror. This moment visualizes Mike’s desire for Eleven
and Eleven’s acceptance of that desire. Although Mike and Eleven feel the
same way, Eleven’s invitation of Mike’s desire destabilizes the entire friend
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group. When Lucas accuses Eleven of sabotaging their plan to find the gate
to the Upside Down, Mike tries to defend her but Lucas says “You’re blind!
Blind because you like a girl who isn’t grossed out by you. Wake the hell up
man! Wake the hell up!” and they have a fistfight (S1 Ep5). This is the first
time within the series that the friends fight. That Eleven is the cause of this
temporary destabilization of the friend group supports the idea that the
subject of desire always destabilizes those who desire them. The
destabilization that Eleven causes almost mirrors the destabilization that
Lucy causes in her own world. While the men in Dracula get over the fact
that Lucy chooses Holmwood, they do so by bonding together in a common
act of destroying Lucy once she becomes a vampire.
If Eleven shares the gothic legacy of female desire with Lucy, she is
also similar to the child Miles in The Turn of the Screw in that adults
inappropriately desire both of them. The Governess is unexplainedly
obsessed with Miles in a similar way that Dr. Brenner in Stranger Things
desires Eleven for her powers. In James’ novella, the Governess’ syntax and
narration of Miles is often full of desirous language, for example, she writes
“He was incredibly beautiful, and Mrs. Grose had put her finger on it:
everything but a sort of passion of tenderness for him was swept away by
his presence” (James 164). Her use of the phrase “incredibly beautiful” is
odd in that it describes a young boy whereas most people would rely on
words more commonly associated with children to depict him, such as
“precious” or “adorable.” That she uses more romantic language when
describing him insinuates that she desires him in a way that goes beyond
maternal love. In the same scene, Mrs. Grose says to the Governess, “My
dear woman, look at him!” to which she replies, “I assure you, Miss, I do
nothing else” (164). This statement solidifies her unrelenting desire for Miles,
thus further establishing him as a figure of desire for her. Throughout the
novella, there are countless similar moments that perpetuate Miles as the
Governess’ figure of desire.
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Stranger Things Season 1 Episode 4

While Eleven accepts and purposely invites Mike’s desire, she does
not accept yet sometimes unknowingly invites Dr. Brenner’s desire for her.
Dr. Brenner mostly appears in Eleven’s flashbacks, such as when she crushes
a Coke can with her powers then refuses his request to kill a cat. After she
crushes the Coke can, the camera cuts to a shot of Dr. Brenner proudly
beaming at her. The expression on his face could match that of a proud
parent, but the close up shadowy shot and the ways we see him incessantly
objectify her casts this moment as eerie and inappropriate, rather than
fatherly or loving. The Governess’ comment that she looks at Miles all day
could easily be said about Eleven by Dr. Brenner as he is constantly
obsessing over how to harness her powers for his own use. Later in the same
flashback, Eleven kills two of the Hawkins guards in self-defense and when
Dr. Brenner discovers this, he cradles the face of a distressed Eleven and
then picks her up and carries her out of the isolation cell. As he holds her,
he smiles down at her, amazed that she just killed two people because that is
exactly how he wants to use her powers. Conversely, Eleven’s facial
expression reveals that she is remorseful for killing the men and her
nosebleed shows that she is in physical pain from using her powers so much,
thus suggesting that she at least subconsciously objects to Dr. Brenner’s
desire for her.
Although Eleven does not like that Dr. Brenner desires her powers,
she must passively accept his desire as she relies on him for everything when
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she lives in the labs, including emotional comfort. In a flashback, Dr.
Brenner asks her use her powers to spy on someone, then repeat back what
the man says “Just like we used to do with those old nursery rhymes. Can
you do that for me?” (S1, Ep4). Dr. Brenner’s mention of nursery rhymes
suggests that they have had a relationship since she was very young, thus
explaining his strong hold over her. In a similar flashback, before she makes
contact with the Demogorgon, Dr. Brenner brings her a potted flower and
says, “[t]oday we make contact” and lightly touches her nose with his finger
in a loving, paternal manner (S1, Ep 6). Her past memories of Dr. Brenner
acting as a paternal figure suggest that her dependence on him influences her
to passively accept his desire while she is under his reign.
Beyond being desired by adults, Eleven and Miles are also similar in
that both give in to and accept their respective parental figures’ desire
because they know it will get them what they want. Although Miles causes
plenty of trouble for the Governess, he eventually accepts her desire and
affections because he thinks that if he goes along with it, he will be able to
manipulate her into allowing him to go back to school. When the Governess
catches him outside at night and tells him to come in, she tries to scold him,
but he kisses her before she can. She writes “I shall never forget the
sweetness and gaiety with which he brought out the word, nor how, on top
of it, he bent forward and kissed me. It was practically the end of
everything. I met his kiss” (James 205). In this moment, Miles takes
advantage of her desire and kisses her to get himself out of trouble. Later,
when he asks her if he can go back to school, he lets her “kiss him, simply
taking it with indulgent good humor” (227). Whereas Miles only gives in to
the Governess’s desire when it gets him what he wants, Eleven often gives
into Dr. Brenner’s experiment requests because she knows that if she does
not, she will be sentenced to the isolation chamber. Due to her lack of
agency as a test subject, she is unable to manipulate Dr. Brenner as much as
Miles controls the Governess, but she still accepts his desire and requests as
a means of controlling her environment as much as she possibly can.
Once Eleven is away from Dr. Brenner, she realizes that he is bad
and even tries her best to refuse his comforts, thus rejecting her place as his
subject of desire. After she uses her powers to fend off the Hawkins team at
the school, Dr. Brenner finds her weak and out of energy. He cradles her
face and says “I’m here now, (shh) you’re sick, but I’m going to make you
better, I’m going to take you back home where I can make you well again” to
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which she responds “Bad…bad” (S1, Ep 8). Again, his dialogue could match
that of a concerned parent, but the camera shoots this in a darkly lit close up
as Dr. Brenner cradles her head. The darkness and shadows around his face
suggests that Eleven finally accepts that he is evil, which contrasts previous
shots of them sharing intimate moments in the brightly lit Hawkins lab. Her
rejection of his desire is then confirmed when the Demogorgon– something
she is inextricably linked to– attacks and (presumably) kills him, only seconds
after she calls him bad.
That Lucy, Miles, and Eleven are all subjects of desire who
destabilize their environments and die or disappear at the end of each work
suggests that the subject of desire is not only a person that other characters
yearn for, but also an outside force which threatens a previously established
society or system; a force that must be destroyed. Lucy threatens the men
with her hyper-sexuality, Miles manipulates the Governess to try to get his
way and messes with the power hierarchy at Bly, and Eleven temporarily
disturbs a close-knit group of friends and seemingly has something to do
with Dr. Brenner’s death. It is only an unconfirmed theory that the
Demogorgon is somehow part of Eleven, but if this is true, then it makes
sense that after years of suffering abuse as an objectified test subject, that a
monster linked to Eleven’s mind would act out. Lucy is only able to be her
true, lascivious self once she is a vampire and Miles dies before he is able to
tell the Governess what he said at school, but perhaps the Demogorgon is
Eleven acting out, finally and forcefully rejecting her place as a subject of
desire who does not want to be desired by Dr. Brenner anymore. Whether
this theory is true or not, Eleven exhibits traits typical of a Gothic subject of
desire: she has little agency but does what she can to control her situation,
often destabilizing others’ lives to do so, and eventually resulting in her own
death.

Bibliography
The Duffer Brothers, creators. Stranger Things. 21 Laps Entertainment, 2016.
“The Turn of the Screw.” Turn of the Screw and Other Ghost Stories, by Henry James
and Susie Boyt, Penguin Books Ltd, 2017, pp. 148–257.
Stoker, Bram. Dracula. London, Penguin Classics, 2003.

! Doyle
53

Tracing “Fake News”

Tracing “Fake News:” The Printing Press, Social
Media, and Politics
Áine Doyle
College of the Holy Cross Class of 2020

I

N THE WAKE

of the 2016 presidential election, the words “fake news”

appears everywhere. They emerge in bold red on news headlines. They pop
up regularly on social media trending pages. They penetrate everyday
conversations and dialogue, raising doubts about reliability in news reporting.
“Fake news” tremor American politics, creating deeper rifts between political
parties, resulting in distrust of elected officials. The government’s influences
the distribution information and perspective in the media generates
increased societal awareness. However, despite this consciousness, the
practice of appropriating images and quotations — stripping them of their
original context and transplanting them in an entirely new one — alongside
slanted texts is not new. The printing press sets a precedent for other literacy
tools, including social media, in regards to how institutions assert their hold
of authority as seen in the direct correlation between their wants and public
opinion. The use of social media in the 2016 election mimics how regimes
and churches drive their political agendas imperialistically. Both yield major
political shifts and grant increased municipal access to implicitly channeled
material.
In Nine Ideas About Language, Harvey A. Daniels explains that
speakers of a certain language and dialect alter their speech patterns to suit
specific social situations. He argues that people use “grumbled fragments of
a private code” such as “uhhh” and “you gonna,” in the privacy of their
homes, while at work they speak in professional manner (Daniels 9).
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Although this idea was written within the context of spoken language, the
rise of print culture applies directly to written language. Depending their
intended audience, the author consciously adjusts their language to deliver
tailored material. In her essay, “The Marian Establishment and the Printing
Press,” Jennifer Loach mentions multiple examples of writers “designing”
their language for a specific audience. Both King Edward and Queen Mary’s
rules rely upon printed propaganda, targeted towards foreign audiences. As a
result, many governmental publications comprised of non-English rhetoric
in hopes of appealing to non-British rulers (Loach 142-144). The writers
carefully craft messages that align with their political agendas, especially in
terms of international affairs and trade. The language reinforces the
competency of English superintend as a result. Yet, although this example
seems inclusive as it employs multiple languages, government propaganda
hopes to be easily read by a niche audience, especially by foreign government
diplomats. Give the rarity bilingual Englishmen during the period, access to
these documents is limited. Today, legal cases brand news on social media.
Legal jargon lends itself to nuance that can be easily misconstrued and
perpetuated on a massive scale. The printing press and social media both
highlight a gap between language and understanding caused by “subdialects
and jargon.” When skilled writers employ niche language that can only be
understood by a specific audience, the circulation of said propaganda
skyrockets.
In addition to becoming a political tool for governments and
allowing for widespread printed communication internationally,
administrations weaponize the printing press against their political enemies.
David R. Como calls upon The Intentions of the Armie of the Kingdome of
Scotland, wherein he alludes to a 1640 Scottish political pamphlet announcing
a possible invasion in England. The Cloppenburg Press, a small underground
news source, copies said pamphlet without consent from Edinburgh and
runs the story, alerting the English that foils the attack (Como 56-57). The
Scottish Committee of Estates of states raises arms against Britain while the
Cloppenburg Press worked as a spy. Essentially, they recopy the pamphlet
not only as a warning, but also as a defense mechanism. Como continues,
stating that the printing press allow for “the most systematic and
concentrated campaigns” and “bombard[s] a separate kingdom with
propaganda” “fundamentally alter[ing] the political process of another
nation” (57). The Scottish spread word of an invasion on in order to directly
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interfere with the English government via print media. Thus, the Scottish
distort attitudes towards England as the propaganda heightens alreadyestablished tension until it becomes tangible conflict. This translates to how
the current American president, Donald Trump, directs strong language at
foreign government diplomats and leaders on Twitter. In January 2018,
Trump declares, “North Korean Leader Kim Jong Un just stated that the
‘Nuclear Button is on his desk at all times’…I too have a Nuclear Button,
but it is a much bigger & more powerful one than his, and my Button
works!” (Trump). Trump’s tweets challenging North Korea’s nuclear
program raises heated dialogue on America’s relations with North Korea. In
attacking the North Korean regime on such a public and easily-accessible
platform, President Trump forces engagement publically, opening discussion
on nuclear and military programs. This contributes to the development of
the June 2018 North Korea-United States Summit, as well as, negotiations
between the two countries. Just as the printing press sets the tone between
the English and Scottish conflict, President Trump’s social media prolific
tweeting sets the tone of the summit.
While governments uses the printing press as a tool for political
agreements and war, religious institutions, specifically the Church, engage
with print culture for both missionary and educational purposes. Kyle C.
Sessions draws comparisons between a range of media, examining the
phenomena of “media changeover” in the context of sixteenth-century
hymnals and pamphlets. He notes how the Protestant church takes
advantage of the pivotal between oral and print culture to gather support for
the Protestant church. They appeal to the illiterate “oral culture” read
through “hymn tune[s]” with rhyme and rhythm. As literacy rates increase
and the printed publications becomes more common, print culture overtakes
oral culture, rationalizing the Church’s choice to shift from memorized tunes
to paper bound hymnals (Sessions 116). This underscores the impact of
multimedia. Sessions concludes that the Church “exploit[s]” “its own
immense advantage” via hymnals, mirroring today’s chronic social media
engagement (116). Information unfolds in various forms — such as photos,
blog posts, videos, and short blurbs — that intersect on a single site. Users
consume posts preferentially. Content like videos and photos with captions
engage users multisensorially, just as the Protestant hymnals do. The hymnals
of the early printing press set the precedent for the multimedia content of
present-day media that entice visually and aurally.
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The printing press heightens the importance and power of
controlling and manipulating information and continues into today in its
physically absence. In “History of Fake News,” Joanna M. Burkhardt
explains how the ability to write well tethers agency. Through writing,
authority figures engineer how the public perceives and responds to genuine
knowledge and misinformation. By hemegonizing particulars and how it is
conveyed, leaders strengthen their hold on public opinion (Burkhardt, 5-6).
This is true both now in the era of Mass Media and in the 1600s when the
printing press became the hallmark propaganda tool across religious and
state institutions. 14th century sonnets, plays, and pamphlets of Italian writer
and satirist Pietro Aretino reflect this phenomenon. Aretino writes satirically,
but “plant[s] seeds of doubt in the minds of their readers” and “shap[es] the
complex political reality of the time.” Burkhardt compares Aretino’s writing
to contemporary Saturday Night Live skits as testaments to persuasive
writing (Burkhardt 6). Although both mock influencial people, their shared
satire engages with a level of already-established truths and doubts in the
audience. The writing in both indirectly accuses, aiming to expose
problematic discourses stemming from social structures in society. The
printing press creates strong communication skills, as seen in Aretino’s
sonnets, and accounts for the ways in which persuasive writing loosens the
‘authority’ people in subject positions employ in order to sway public
opinion.

Caricature Showing Marie Antoinette as a Dragon (Anonymous)
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Not only does the printing press allot power to strong written skills,
but it also allows for the circulation of images that can later be appropriated.
Burkhardt cites the French canard as an example of early “fake news”
perpetuated by the seventeenth-century French printing press. Specifically,
Burkhardt describes a monster captured in Chile that was being sent to
France. The image of a dragon-like creature appears with the story. Later,
this image becomes edited to depict Marie Antoinette’s face during the
French Revolution (6). Because images could now circulated rapidly,
appropriating images occurs in a variety of contexts and venues relatively
unnoticed by the general public. The creature with Marie Antoinette’s face
joins other images that recycle images taken out of their prior context to fill
new agendas, often for political gain. The “Join, or Die” snake’s original
stems from colonial unification against the French during the French and
Indian War. Yet, the snake reemerges later during the American Revolution
against the British.

Join, or Die (Franklin)

Though ironic in retrospect, the colonists employ the image against
the Crown to stoke divisions between revolutionaries and the Tories. And,
the practice of reusing and re-appropriating images extends into modern-day
social media, wherein images proliferate via photoshop with the click of a
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button. The press allows for the appropriation of images, similar to how
social media allows for easy appropriation of information, quotes, and
images.
The rise of literacy rates in the 1600s contributes to the
development of the printing press. Reading materials such as pamphlets,
posters and books became more readily available due to print culture. Robert
A. Gross claims that the press and Protestantism contribute to heightened
literacy in the American colonies. He explains that the protestant ministers
use widespread literacy to “fulfill a fundamental, public purpose” of
spreading and securing Protestantism in the colonies (Gross 380). Literacy,
appears to be “nearly universal,” extends to “the poorest classes,” and leaves
“no soul unturned” as it created a mass “culture of pious print” (380). The
literacy rates exceed even social and class status by the end of the
seventeenth-century (380). The rapid growth of the printing press and the
accessibility it brings to western culture as seen today. As social media rises
in prominence, availability increases concomitantly. The sudden surge in
“pious print” mirrors modern-day, 24-hour, newsfeeds. New content and
material constantly oversaturate readers with often extraneous data. In both
circumstances, technologies enable mass access to knowledge and yield a
consumer driven culture.
Although both the printing press and social media grants the public
access to information they otherwise would not have, the discrepancy
between consumption and comprehension arises. Both paint an illusion of
equal opportunity. Differences in levels of literacy and education create
discrepancies in what certain populations understand. In Gross’s example, he
mentions that the “ministry was steeped in the humanist tradition of the
classics,” which had been “inaccessible to the vast majority” for years due to
low literacy rates. Although the mass population now has literacy through
the proliferation of “pious print,” the formal education to understand the
classical references so heavily embedded in Christian literature perpetuates
inequalities (380). Without this understanding, laymen struggle to grasp
subtle nuances, failing to properly teach as a result. Unfortunately, this is the
same with modern news. The complex policies render texts
incomprehensible for individuals lacking a formal education. Articles and
headlines using political jargon or words with niche connotations correspond
to “fake news” as a result of ignorance. The mass of details available does
not equalize as it should. Certain information remains reserved for a small,
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elite audiences as they have the means to fully engage with these texts and,
thus, declares the narrative for those outside this social stratum.
This discrepancy in understanding language seen in both the early
printing press and modern media ties into another one of Harvey A.
Daniels’ ideas on language. He suggests that “languages are intimately related
to the societies and individuals who use them” (Daniels 15). The language a
person uses and, thereby, understand serves as a reflection of said person’s
background, education, and identity (15). Yetta Goodman discusses three
major principles of written language. The first, relational principles, accounts
for how writing represents spoken language (Goodman 320). Functional
principles relates to the way people implement writing for specific purposes
(320). And, linguistic principles functions in regards to how language-users
understand writing systems to be organized (320). Literate people from
various backgrounds develop these principles in different ways. As
Goodman says in her example of functional principles, “in homes where
parents are college students, computer programmers, or authors, children
will discover functional principles different from those developed by
children” (321). Because these children have varying exposure and purposes
for developing literacy, their language differs. The same discrepancy appears
in the literate populations both in the past and today. Although literacy rates
seem universal, their levels and principles around the world range and, thus,
inhibit the power of mass communication’s effectiveness. Thus, print and
social media enable misinterpretation to persist.
Despite the illusion of true accessibility, the printing press remains
exclusive, printing predominantly in the languages of powerful institutions
such as European governments and churches controls subordinate groups.
In the 1500s, the Spanish “aid missionaries in the Christianization of native
populations,” which involves teaching the natives Spanish, implicitly phasing
out the native tongues (Calvo 278). Although the first texts in Mexico City
and Lima produce multilingual workbooks designed to teach the native
population Spanish, the number of prints in Native American languages
decreases from 31% to 3% between 1539-1600 (278-279). The Spanish
government uses the printing press, not only to spread their power, but also
to establish their language. They exercise imperial dominance over the
colonized and “Christianized” natives. The reliance upon a single language in
the printing press still exists in modern-day internet and social media
discourse. In her book Trans-National English in Social Media, Jennifer Dailey-
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O’Cain notes that English is “the dominant language of the internet,” but is
becoming “increasingly less so” (Dailey-O’Cain 47). Although this trend
contrasts that of the Spanish printing press, Dailey-O’Cain stresses that the
languages on the internet unfairly represent of the diversity of languages
spoken throughout the world. She notes that many world languages do not
appear online and major representation functions authoritatively “in the
broader social order” (47). As seen in both the printing press and the
internet, the unequal representation of different languages reflects the
underlying power structures that institutions use to push their agenda.
Many individuals view the latent economic potential of the printing
press, participating in endeavors that capitalize on the new and growing
technology. Reverend Jose Glover, attempts to start his own private printing
business by purchasing his own personal press and hiring mechanics to work
the press. Although he did not live to open his printing shop in New
England, his widowed wife carries on the business in modern-day
Cambridge, Massachusetts (Gross 381). This shows that, although the early
American presses were mostly under clerical control, the printing press
ultimately functions as a “private enterprise from the start” (380). Individuals
successfully capitalize on the new technology. The same economic patterns
appear in present-day social media, where “twenty-first-century economic
incentives” perpetuate “fake news” (Burkhardt 7). Advertisers calculatingly
invest in websites that attract the most people possible. Yet, many of these
websites, unfortunately, appeal to “human propensity for sensation” generate
misleading headlines that grab widespread attention (8). The economic
incentives of both the printing press and online media reflect the best and
worst qualities of human nature. While the development of the printing
press appealed to Reverend Jose Glover’s desires for private economic
ventures independent of the church, popular online web content lures
advertisers who have no apprehensions about funding false, slanderous
articles to make a profit (Gross 380; Burkhardt 8).
Although the printing press and social media are often perceived as
separate phenomena that require different forms of literacy, they are both
technologies that followed similar patterns of economic, political, and
popular growth. The printing press allows for the mass production of
literature, promotes literacy in underprivileged populations, and gives the
majority access to knowledge they otherwise would not. The development
of the internet and social media platforms grants millions of people receive
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to information in multimedia formats and the ability to voice their opinions
in innumeral spaces. Even though the two technologies differ physically,
print being tangible and material in juxtaposition to the internet, they both
foster mass circulation of “fake news.” Their vices appear in every type of
media, including fliers and pamphlets from the early printing press, articles
from yellow journalism newspapers and flashy headlines on social media
feeds. Despite their differences, the historical and political contexts through
which their audiences engages with them follow the same patterns in how
they influence political and economic systems. How people in power use
media to manipulate facts remains stagnant over time.
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A

NNE

BRONTE PRESENTS two different illustrations of fatherhood in

the characters of Mr. Markham and Mr. Huntingdon. These two men
represent contrasting versions of masculinity in their roles as father figures
to Arthur: no matter how full of virtue or vice these relationships with
Arthur are, they both exhibit at least some “masculine” qualities. Mr.
Huntingdon is a father in name and biological connection more so than in
good influence, and the influence that he does have on Arthur is certainly an
unsavory one. Mr. Markham, on the other hand, is not directly related to
Arthur. However, he offers a certain guidance that Bronte portrays as
paternal in nature and much more healthy than Mr. Huntingdon’s, even if his
affectionate relationship with Arthur does contain some typically “feminine”
traits. So where exactly does masculinity, or “manliness” fit into the family
ideals and conception of fatherhood in the Victorian Era? In The Tenant of
Wildfell Hall, Bronte explores paternal roles and masculinity in Mr.
Huntingdon and Mr. Markham and opposes some of the prevalent domestic
ideals of the Victorian Era with her depiction of harmony found in an
unconventional family structure.
Mr. Huntingdon represents a father figure who is emotionally
distant and uncomfortable with showing affection toward his newborn son.
Bronte emphasizes how Mr. Huntingdon commodifies and objectifies
Arthur during his early infancy in the words of Helen, Arthur’s mother, who
writes in her diary the following: “At present, he is pleased with the
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acquisition, and hopes it will one day become a fine boy and a worthy heir…
now, it is an object almost of indifference, except when his impatience is
roused by its ‘utter helplessness’ and ‘imperturbable stupidity’” (Bronte 189).
The objectifying “it” in reference to Arthur and use of the word
“acquisition” sound cold and economical, not affectionate and humanizing.
Mr. Huntingdon’s utilitarian regard for his son contains an element of
Industrial Era masculinity that enabled fathers to view their children as assets
with potential future value instead of as family to cuddle.
Intimate nurturing was seen as a feminine role in the Victorian Era,
so Mr. Huntingdon’s aversion to hold or interact with his infant son
resonates with one Victorian idea of manliness that asserts how “the
differences between men and women had to be sharply emphasized and
feminine traits had to be kept firmly in their proper place: in men they were
a sign of weakness” (Genders 90). Bronte does not paint this detached
regard for Arthur in a positive manner, which may be interpreted as a
protofeminist push-back on this idea. She writes how Helen fervently
addresses her tiny son, saying, “Would that your father could share [my joy in
you] with me - that he could feel my love, my hope, and take an equal part in
my resolves and projects for the future” (Bronte 189). Helen’s wish that Mr.
Huntingdon could share in her deep emotional connection to their son
shows that he does not measure up to her concept of what a father figure
should provide. By setting Huntingdon’s obvious discomfort around his
son’s “utter helplessness” against Helen’s longing that he could participate in
a nurturing, intimately caring role, Bronte shares how this “disengaged
masculine regard” lacks an essential quality of responsible fathering. By
means of Mr. Huntingdon’s negative example, Bronte argues that healthy
fatherhood requires something more, even if that “something” is not totally
masculine in nature.
When Arthur is a little older, Mr. Huntingdon becomes more
interested in his son, but not in a way that supports his moral upbringing.
Instead, Mr. Huntingdon encourages his idea of manliness in his son, which
makes Helen incredibly anxious and distraught. Helen’s diary expresses her
distress as she writes: “[Arthur’s] father and his father’s friends delighted to
encourage in all the embryo vices a little child can show, and to instruct him
in all the evil habits he could acquire —- in a word, to ‘make a man of him’
was one of their staple amusements” (272). And what are these “evil habits”
that constitute manliness in the eyes of Mr. Huntingdon and his corrupt
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friends? “The little fellow… learnt to tipple wine like papa, to swear like Mr.
Hattersley, and to have his own way like a man, and sent mamma to the devil
when she tried to prevent him” (272). Bronte clearly denounces these
“vices” as a corrupt and immoral, and yet she also emphasizes that these
traits are part of an ideal of manliness that fathers may teach their sons.
Griffin, author of The Politics of Gender in Victorian Britain: Masculinity, Political
Culture and the Struggle for Women's Rights, comments on how Bronte deals with
the gender norms of the era in her writing:
She exposes how the conventional rearing of boys condones
aggressive and even violent behaviour, often directed against
females in these middle-class households. Rather than seeing such
behaviour as unmanly, fathers perceive it as a necessary step to
manhood, marking their separation from their mothers and other
women in the household. (Griffin 113)

Mr. Huntingdon definitely lives this idea out to the full, embracing the ideal
of manliness as one that sets his son against his wife in order to “have his
own way like a man.”
This ideal of masculinity runs contrary to certain recommendations
put forth by the advice literature of the Victorian Era, however. In these
books and pamphlets, commentary on domestic values and morals were
popularly read by Victorian society, and these values included ideas about the
proper roles of men and women, especially mothers and fathers. One piece
of advice literature encouraged a masculine ideal of productive fatherhood
by exhorting young men “to cultivate ‘sobriety, industry, and activity’... ‘Let
him resolve, from the very start, never to spend an hour from home unless
business, or, at least, some necessary and rational purpose demand
it’” (Cobbett, qtd. in Griffin 113). In the eyes of Victorian society, Mr.
Huntingdon’s behavior of teaching his son these vices would appear
immoral but still have a masculine quality about it. Cobbett would
recommend Mr. Huntingdon to change his ways, but would that really fix the
possibility that this family structure (in which the patriarch held complete
authority) could enable abuse? Here, Cobbett makes "two assumptions... the
first was that men would always use their domestic authority wisely; the
second was that a wife would happily submit to her husband's
wishes" (Griffin 38). A father who does not “use domestic authority wisely”
may promote any values he pleases without being checked, and in The
Tenant of Wildfell Hall, Bronte illustrates how Mr. Huntingdon’s viceful

! King
66

Father Figures in Wildfell Hall

conception of manliness, combined with patriarchal authority and his role as
a father, endangers his son to follow in his footsteps.
By illustrating Mr. Huntingdon’s undignified behavior, especially in
how he interacts with his son Arthur to “make a man of him” by teaching
him to swear and drink, Bronte pushes back against the domestic ideology
of the Victorian Era that promoted the subjugation of the wife to the
husband in order to minimize disputes at home as much as possible, since
“...a more democratic model of decision-making in the household would
have endangered the male authority that was a fundamental component of
masculine self-respect” (45). Griffin writes about the Victorian view of the
home as the private sphere, separate from the public one:
The home needed to be peaceful to allow a man to contemplate
God and to provide him with the peace and love he required to
develop his character, so that he could protect himself against the
sinfulness of the public sphere... any sort of discord in the home,
therefore, threatened both a man's religion and his character. (41)

But what if the male head of the family was the one causing the “discord”
by bringing the “sinfulness of the public sphere” back into the home?
Bronte explores how this “domestic sphere” ideal could be a far cry from
reality. This vision of the home as a respite of peace and domestic
cheerfulness would only be possible if the man himself embodies virtue and
responsibility. If he abuses his patriarchal power, there is little check to stop
him from ruining the private sphere for his family. Mr. Huntingdon’s abuse
of power in his roles as father and husband exemplifies just how toxic this
corrupt masculinity could be, to both wives and children.
Mr. Markham’s close personal engagement with Arthur, on the
other hand, illustrates Bronte’s conception of “good fatherhood” as mixing
alleged “masculine” activities with the slightly more feminine role of
emotional nurturing and companionship. As Mr. Markham becomes closer
with Helen, after she and Arthur escape Mr. Huntingdon, Mr. Markham also
spends a lot of time with Arthur. He does so oftentimes in close physical
proximity, which contrasts Mr. Huntingdon’s aversion to his son. Indoors,
Mr. Markham and Arthur read together with the boy sitting cozily on his lap,
described this time from Mr. Markham’s perspective: “the little fellow was
seated on my knee, surveying with eager interest the various specimens of
horses, cattle, pigs, and model farms portrayed in the volume before
me” (Bronte 23). Out of doors, Mr. Markham takes him for a horseback ride
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and “promised to bring him safe back” (42) to Helen, indicating his
willingness to take on paternal responsibility. Mr. Markham’s version of
fatherhood includes a much more hands-on, intimate relationship with
Arthur that includes elements of education and companionship which
typically fell under the woman’s responsibility in the Victorian Era. Bronte
therefore questions the role of the father as one that is exclusively masculine
or emotionally distant. Instead, she embraces the idea that in order to raise a
child properly, a father must not leave nurturing up to the mother alone or
provide only material resources; he must provide his fair share of emotional
resources, as well.
Arthur also plays the important role of mediator between Helen
and Mr. Markham, which draws Mr. Markham closer to Helen in a family
context instead of a purely romantic or sexual one. In their meetings, there is
a pattern in which Arthur usually precedes Helen and interacts with Mr.
Markham briefly before Mr. Markham speaks with Helen. Mr. Markham
acknowledges Arthur’s position in this dynamic fondly, exclaiming, “Dear
Arthur! What did I not owe to you for this and every other happy meeting?
Through him, I was at once delivered from all formality, and terror, and
constraint. In love affairs, there is no mediator like a merry, simple-hearted
child” (71). Even near the novel’s end, at the final dramatic meeting when
Mr. Markham is about to give up pursuing Helen, Arthur is the one to call
out to him, not Helen:
While standing thus, absorbed in my gloomy reverie… a tiny
voice from within [the carriage] roused me by exclaiming ‘Mamma, mamma, here’s Mr. Markham!’... I did not raise my eyes,
but I suppose mamma looked, for a clear, melodious voice, whose
tones thrilled my nerves, exclaimed - ‘Oh aunt! Here’s Mr.
Markham - Arthur’s friend! Stop, Richard!’ (373).

The reunion scene is not that of delirious lovers reuniting passionately.
Instead, Bronte focuses on the familial context by including Arthur as a
catalyst to draw Mr. Markham and Helen together. Bronte emphasizes this
again with the language she uses to describe Mr. Markham’s point of view.
Markham does not reference Helen by name but by “mamma,” as if from
the eyes of Arthur. This is a reflection not only on his own paternal
potential but also on the shifting ideal of masculinity during the Victorian
Era: “the aristocratic manhood that stressed social graces and sexual prowess
was challenged by a norm of “character” understood as inward fortitude,
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self-regulation, and a sense of duty” (“Victorian Sexualities” 128). This
second ideal of “character” is one that Bronte promotes as healthy
masculinity. Bronte emphasizes Mr. Markham’s “sense of duty” over “sexual
prowess” when he recognizes Helen as a mother figure before he views her
as a romantic interest, which indicates how Bronte values paternal duty over
selfish romantic desire as “good” masculinity. And yet her idea of
fatherhood contains elements that are not purely masculine, either, which
complicates these concepts of fatherhood and masculinity and makes
Bronte’s statements about these gender norms rather hard to categorize as
being Victorian, protofeminist, or something else altogether.
Bronte is therefore making a statement about family values and her
idea of what the father’s role in the family should be. She pushes against the
ideal of “separate spheres” for men and women in families by illustrating,
through Mr. Huntingdon’s behavior, how the separate spheres ideal enables
abuse by subjugating women completely to male authority. Does she
advocate for a “nuclear family” ideal in which the father actually provides
emotional nurturing and companionship to the child, or does she say that
there is a place in society for completely unconventional families, such as the
unlikely joining of Mr. Markham with a widow, her son, and all the baggage
from her first marriage? It is unclear just where Mr. Markham falls in his
conception of a domestic ideal, as illustrated by his interaction with Arthur
after his engagement with Helen: “now I affectionately stroked his curling
locks, and even kissed his ivory forehead: he was my own Helen’s son, and
therefore mine; and as such I have ever since regarded him” (Bronte 381).
The use of “my own Helen” is glaringly possessive and reminds readers that,
at this time, a husband would legally own his wife and all her possessions
upon marriage. However, Bronte includes his “affectionate” caresses to the
boy, which balances out the fear that showing affection would undercut
whatever masculinity there is in fatherhood.
As a final note, Bronte turns the “domestic ideal” on its head even
further with the fact that Helen actually owns quite a bit of money by her
second marriage, which makes the role of providing financial resources not
really an obligation to Mr. Markham. Compared to Mr. Huntingdon’s abuse
of the “public and private spheres” family structure, however, this new
family of Helen, Arthur, and Mr. Markham seems much more balanced in
the roles between father, mother, and child. Mr. Huntingdon’s masculinity is
toxic; Mr. Markham’s is dignified and yet flexible enough to let him kiss
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Arthur. Bronte illustrates how easy it is for the family structure to be abused
when male authority has free reign. But she also illustrates how it is possible
to have a slightly less conventional family structure that, while looking quite
different than most lauded family arrangements of the Victorian Era,
actually works as well as (if not better than) the typical domestic ideal.
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“Remember, remember, the fifth of November. The gunpowder treason and plot. I know
of no reason why the gunpowder treason… Should ever be forgot” (Moore 14).

I

N

ALAN MOORE and David Lloyd’s V for Vendetta, a graphic novel made

up of three installments, the titular character V dons a Guy Fawkes mask in
celebration of a man who is historically known as a terrorist. Every fifth of
November, British citizens remember the Gunpowder Treason Plot, where
Fawkes was arrested for attempting to blow up the Houses of Parliament. At
first glance, Fawkes can be seen as a man who intended harm; however,
there is much debate to whether he should be considered a terrorist, or a
rebellious hero. For a man who used premeditated violence as a means of
resolution, V slips into the same recognizable guise, but is it for the same
reasons? The choices one makes, and the judgements that they receive, is
dependent on the environment from which they originate or currently reside
in. V, though representative of a supposed extremist and violent in his
behaviors, exemplifies the traits of a traditional hero rather than a terrorist.
Guy Fawkes, the character model used for V’s character, is
celebrated every November fifth in the United Kingdom, although the
holiday’s purpose is debated. While some may honor the man, who was
committed to his unyielding belief in revolution, others see the day as one to
celebrate the failure in a terrorist’s actions. The divide, though weakened over
time with those favoring the side of the former, still creates a dichotomy of
how Fawkes should be recognized. This is a question that arises within V for
Vendetta, as we support the protagonist of a man who embodies the ideals of
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revolutionary change through his Fawkes costume and violent actions. In the
context of the world in which these people live, V’s purpose of using
forceful engagement against his enemies is justifiable.
Norsefire, the dystopian government that rules over the United
Kingdom in the world of V for Vendetta, exhibits violent actions of their
own that requires the retaliation of V’s character. Themes of prostitution,
rape, and physical attacks introduce us to the world in the first couple of
pages of the graphic novel. Deborah Bell, author of the book Masquerade:
Essays on Tradition and Innovation Worldwide describes that the fictional
government, “resonates with images of Nazi Germany. Anyone who
deviates racially, ethnically, or sexually from the Norsefire norm is placed in
prison or a concentration camp-style facility” (168). Evey Hammond, one of
the protagonist’s and later the successor to the mantle of V, prostitutes her
sixteen-year-old body unknowingly to an undercover “Fingerman,” a
brutalized version of a police officer. This encounter evolves into attempted
rape, before V gets involved causing the murder of several Fingermen. The
sequence of these events happens consecutively and over the course of five
pages, setting the tone and attitude that Moore and Lloyd’s characters have
against violence. Violence is to be expected in this society as one of the
Fingermen states, “You’ll do anything we want and then we’ll kill you. That’s
our prerogative” (Moore 11). This privilege of doing whatever they please is
a right only exclusive to those with power in this society, and it is obviously
abused if these characters seek to take advantage of a young girl.
The plot of V for Vendetta mirrors Guy Fawkes’ world not only
through setting, but through idealistic principles, bringing elements of what
Fawkes’ believed in to a more contemporary world. This fictional world
reflects a British historical backdrop that Moore alludes to constantly. The
former prime minister of the UK, Margaret Thatcher was disliked:
“aggressive authoritarianism and populist nationalism were the elements of
Thatcherism from which many on the Left drew parallels with
fascism” (Gray 37). The graphic novel is a critique on conservatism and their
influence on government, depicting the obvious misuse of power and
maltreatment of citizens. To be titled a hero implies opposition, and
therefore V should be considered a hero because he is opposed to the
illustrated antagonistic government. Although, V recognizes his role as a
hero differently than one would expect.
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Figure 1. Alan Moore, David Lloyd, V for Vendetta p. 10, panel 5

The first chapter in the graphic novel is titled, “The Villain,”
however this does not imply that the protagonist, V, is a villain. The first
page of the novel begins with scene-to-scene panels, portraying various
locations of the Norsefire occupied Great Britain. Every panel, however is
connected through the radio dialogue of “The Voice of Fate,” which is a
news-type outlet for Norsefire. Besides this, there is no other spoken
dialogue until after the title chapter is introduced. The chapter text box
appears in the fifth panel of page ten, along with a full-person view of V in
costume (figure 1). This panel should imply that V is the villain, as he is the
only character in view, however by contrast, Moore and Lloyd are trying to
push that the Voice of Fate, or the Norsefire government in general is the
villain of the story. This subliminal push becomes more apparent in the
chapter through the interactions of direct government officials, as V does
not attack without reason, unlike those who have positions of power within
Norsefire. Consequently, we can deduce that Norsefire is the named villain
of this chapter and the villain in the larger scheme of the story.
At a more detailed look, however, we also observe V’s appearance
through a mirror, implying that the reader has taken perspective through V’s
eyes. This change in perspective makes us compliant to V’s actions, as we are
invited into his viewpoint in an opportunity to understand him and his
motives better. If Moore is not insinuating that the Voice of Fate is the
villain, then he is suggesting that we are yielding to the actions of V, no
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matter how violent. This suggestion is the epitome of Evey’s role at the
beginning of the graphic novel, as she innocently plays along with V until it
becomes too much for her. Despite the overwhelming situations she
encounters, she eventually learns to accept her role as partner to V, just like
the reader must do in order to recognize the place V is coming from. We are
as much of V in this story as V is himself, and though the insinuation that
the Voice of Fate is the villain from the get-go is convincing, our
involvement in V’s “villainy” is implied.

Figure 2. Alan Moore, David Lloyd, V for Vendetta p. 13, panel 8

Despite the hidden detail of who the true villain may be, we are
thrown off the scent because V introduces himself as a villain to Evey. He
says to her in the eighth panel, “Me? I’m the king of the twentieth century.
I’m the boogeyman. The villain… The black sheep of the family” (Moore
13, fig. 2). The self-described villain, however, does this in an ironic sense.
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He has recognizably saved Evey from a villainous situation, yet still titles
himself as a villain. Synonyms for “villain” include “criminal” or more
notably, “lawbreaker” which is a title deserving of V. Though negatively
connotated, V is a lawbreaker in a land where law is without reason. The
laws that Norsefire has put forth are tyrannical and regime-like, therefore V
acknowledges how he is a “villain” in an untraditional sense. Due to this
backwards logic of being a villain in a villainous society, similar to a negative
cancelling out a negative, V is in a sense calling himself a hero. Without the
accompaniment of the title “…The black sheep of the family” (Moore 13),
this insinuation would be less clear, as V states he is the odd one out in this
world. Therefore, we can now consider our involvement as readers as an act
of heroism rather than villainy, as we can support the man in insurrectionary
violence in a world that requires such action.
One of the more depraved events in the graphic novel is the
government’s involvement of concentration camps, specifically the camp
located near Larkhill, England. This is the same camp that created who V is
today. The first book in V for Vendetta, Europe After the Reign focuses on
V’s personal vendetta against those that did him wrong. He exacts revenge
on the leaders in Larkhill such as mentally incapacitating Lewis Prothero (the
voice behind Fate), murdering a pedophile priest, Bishop Anthony Lilliman,
and executing Dr. Delia Surridge, who was the main scientist at the
resettlement camp. These three characters are villains in their own right,
however V’s violent actions against them are justifiable. Prothero, Lilliman,
and Surridge were all integral to the creation of the ferocious, more visceral
side of Norsefire. Their contributions to the camp ultimately contributed to
society, as they incentivized the inclusion of concentration camps and the
idea that they could create the ideal citizen through experiments. V was one
of the men involved in these horrific experiments, and therefore is justified
in his reason to seek revenge. Although V’s actions are violent, they are
appropriate and reasoned unlike the overly despicable actions of Norsefire.
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Figure 3. Alan Moore, David Lloyd, V for Vendetta p. 54, panel 6

V exhibits intensely violent behavior throughout the graphic novel
but shows a principled justification with each action. V murders Lilliman
through a poisonous Communion wafer, however gives him a proper,
spiritual send off. V wants Lilliman to understand his actions, and although
V states, “I am the devil” (Moore 60), he says this to man who has been
hypocritical in his faith. Lloyd alludes to this earlier in by reflecting a pair of
devil horns off of V’s wig (fig. 3). V is not the devil, despite this allusion, but
rather he is the “boogeyman,” the “black sheep,” and the man who is not
afraid to be different in a world where different is considered dangerous. The
devil is connotatively considered dangerous; therefore, the symbolism and
analogy are appropriate. Likewise, the devil is often a symbol for chaos,
which a theme actively present throughout the story, as V seeks total anarchy
and detachment from governmental order. In a sense, V is the judge, jury,
and executioner for a man who has lied, cheated, and broken his faith
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without remorse. Lilliman’s death is quick, which is something that many
prisoners are Larkhill could not afford.
Compared to Surridge’s death, V takes a more humane approach as
he injects her with a painless, unknown poison: “I killed you ten minutes ago,
while you were asleep” (Moore 75). V though unflinching in his decisions to
kill, does not murder without reason or cause, and does so in ways that seem
to cause less pain. Debatably, the most pain that we see V inflict on an
antagonistic character is not through physical violence, but rather through
mental impairment. V perpetrates an event that causes Prothero to become
incurably insane, thus debilitating his personhood and ability to act as the
Voice of Fate. Since he does not kill Prothero, V can understand the
differences between when it is necessary to kill, and when it is not, alluding
to some type of moral compass in his character, something that is vital to
the ideals and standards of a hero.

Figure 4. Alan Moore, David Lloyd, V for Vendetta p. 14, panel 3
Figure 4.1. Alan Moore, David Lloyd, V for Vendetta p. 14, panels 5-7

The first act of violence we witness of V is in his heroic act of
saving Evey which is then overshadowed by his preplanned attack on the
Houses of Parliament. This brings in the first question of whether or not V
is a terrorist or hero, especially since we have not been entirely exposed to
the horrors of the Norsefire dominion up to this point. We are essentially
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put into Evey’s perspective, shown through a close up of her eye, watching
the Houses explode in awe (fig 4). We begin to trust the man who saved her,
but then watch helplessly as he destroys some of the most important
buildings in the country. Evey, shocked by the event, says, “But that… That’s
against the law! They’ll kill you…” (Moore 14). Her first thought is that the
government is going to kill V, which is rational as any person blowing up a
group of significant buildings could be considered a terrorist. While this may
be a person’s first rational thought, Evey is then transfixed by the fireworks
that appear just moments afterward: “Fireworks! Real fireworks! Oh God,
they’re so beautiful” (14, fig 4.1). Her expression of horror from the act of
violence has become totally reversed at the sight of fireworks, which is
something, assumedly, that she has not seen in her life before this time.
Fireworks are often used as symbols for celebration, and therefore Norsefire
must have banned them to deny the rights to their citizens.

Figure 5. Alan Moore, David Lloyd, V for Vendetta p. 64
Figure 5.1. Alan Moore, David Lloyd, V for Vendetta p. 64, panel 1
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Evey later becomes V’s successor, but first must come to terms with
V’s methods of his accomplishments. Chapter Nine of the first book is
titled, “Violence” and contains one of the most pertinent scenes of the
graphic novel regarding the chapter’s namesake. The chapter title appears in
the first panel with a clear view of Evey insisting, “It’s wrong, V” (Moore 64,
fig. 5). Moore and Lloyd set up this panel to indicate that Evey finds violence
specifically wrong. Though violence is what ultimately saved Evey from an
earlier murder, she as a young girl and citizen, is blinded by Norsefire’s
authority and does not fully yet comprehend their terrible actions. She needs
V’s help in understanding why violence is necessary. After aiding in V’s
murder of Bishop Lilliman, Evey struggles with her moral compass:
“Killing’s wrong. Isn’t it?” (64). The two sentences, her statement and
question, are divided by two speech bubbles which show a dramatic pause in
between Evey’s speech that an ellipsis could not provide (fig 5.1). An ellipsis
would have shown a break in speech, but since Moore and Lloyd opted out
of this, we are not shown the length of time in between when Evey has a
break in conscience. This breather in-between her speech lets the reader
reflect on whether or not killing is actually wrong, and especially in the case
of Bishop Lilliman. To this question, V responds, “Why are you asking me?”
(64). V enquires Evey as to why he would have the answers when they both
live in a world that kills, murders, and abuses unnecessarily and without
reason. Therefore, the answer is available to us as V implies that killing is not
wrong when it is the proper and only response to something that is even
more violent.

Figure 6. Alan Moore, David Lloyd, V for Vendetta p. 168, panels 6-7
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One of the biggest forms of violence in the graphic novel is not
against V and the government, but instead between V and Evey. Evey, after
being imprisoned in a government concentration camp discovers that V has
set her up in order to “free” her from society. Upon discovering the truth,
Evey is rightfully upset by V’s cruel conduct towards her. His treatment
included locking her up for an indefinite amount of time, starving her,
shaving her head, and waterboarding her. Eventually Evey becomes resilient,
without fear, and decides she would rather die than sell out V’s whereabouts.
V claims he did so out of love and that she has been imprisoned her entire
life and only now has he just freed her (fig. 6). Violence is what cured Evey
of her imprisonment, as she learned how to free herself completely in a
world where no one is free. Evey would not have been able to realize this on
her own, as she had to endure what V endured to understand why violence is
necessary in the world they live.

Figure 7. Alan Moore, David Lloyd, V for Vendetta p. 83
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V’s violence in the graphic novel often is in response to an action
committed by someone or something involving the government, although
the common phrase, “You cannot fight fire with fire,” does not particularly
apply to this novel. A person in a sense can fight fire with fire, but they
should not, as the phrase implies that the situation will end without any
solution. V is committing acts of violence, but they are never unwarranted.
V is consistently seen as the fire starter in the novel, but he is not who first
stokes the flames of violence. Rather, those at Larkhill and the entirety of
Norsefire in general are the kindling that fuel the fires that V physically
starts. In other words, Norsefire creates metaphorical fires that V fights with
literal fire. Specifically, V first starts the physical fire that kills many people at
Larkhill (fig. 7), however his main goal was to escape rather than inflict pain.
It was the doctors, soldiers, and authority figures at Larkhill that inflicted the
excruciating pain that drove V to be the man he becomes. One of V’s main
methods of inciting violence is through explosions which cause immense
fires, whether through the Houses of Parliament, the Old Bailey, or the
preplanned attack on Downing Street. Though a person cannot “fight fire
with fire,” V manages to do so through a literal, and physical means. In fact,
there is a musicality to V’s violence in a way that is expressed through Lloyd’s
art, implying a sort of peaceful quality to V’s passionate actions. Rather than
looking upon V’s actions negatively, they are depicted as something beautiful
and melodic (fig. 8).
Unlike a terrorist, which seeks to impose fear and panic, V is a hero
who inspires hope among the masses. The government tried to pin the word
terrorist on V to try and turn the people against him, however the
population saw the hero differently. In chapter one of book three, The Land
of Do-As-You-Please, a little girl spray paints V’s symbol on a brick wall
along with the word “bollocks” on the pavement (fig. 9). The title of this
chapter is “Vox Populi” which translates to “the opinions or beliefs of the
majority.” In this case, Moore and Lloyd are implying that V’s ideals are
struck by the majority of the population and they believe in his cause to the
point where even an adolescent girl is involved in the governmental
insurrection. People in the United Kingdom have adopted V’s symbol as a
way of communicating with one another that they stand with this man who
they believe to be a hero and not a terrorist. Similarly, in today’s world,
superhero iconography has become increasingly popular in world areas of
heavy political discourse. In particular the political discourse in Hong Kong
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has been strong for a long time and Hongkongers are starting to adopt
images, icons, and symbols of well-known superheroes to represent their
distaste for government. Dan Garret, a professor at the University of Hong
Kong notes the popularity of using well-known fictional figures to represent
well-known figure heads. Government figure heads, and political leaders who
are unpopular within the general populous are depicted as recognizable
supervillains, much like Adam Susan, the party leader of Norsefire in V for
Vendetta. Though Susan is not overtly or publicly degraded, he is eventually
assassinated in public because of his dictatorial rule. During events titled the
“Hong Kong Revolutions” Garret writes, “Hong Kong manifestations of V
online visuals quote the catchphrase of contemporary revolutions: ‘People
should not be afraid of their governments. Governments should be afraid of
their people’’ (118). This quote sums up what V believes in and ultimately
inspires among the United Kingdom populous.
The word vendetta defines a person or group seeking vengeance or
revenge on another person or group, and though this fits V’s role in the
story, a personal vendetta is not the catalyst for his actions. Paul Moffett in
his article U for Utopia: the dystopian and eutopian visions in Alan Moore
and David Lloyd’s V for Vendetta writes, “It is unclear, within the book,
whether V is motivated by the desire for social change or by a desire for
personal vengeance, and the ‘Vendetta’ of the title suggests that his primary
motivation is the latter. But if his motivation is personal vengeance, that
might be a more defensible position” (Moffett 52). This opinion is
reasonable, however arguable as V much rather holds a societal vendetta over
his country and seeks to violate what has already been violated for him: his
personhood and citizenship. This is not to say that he does not have a
personal vendetta, he does, however this personal aspect of his vengeance
stems from the societal piece. V would have no reason to have a personal
crusade against the government if they were not despicable to begin with.
V, before he blows up The Old Bailey, says to the stone Madam
Justice, “I’d say to my father, ‘Who is that lady?’ And he’d say, ‘That’s Madam
Justice.’ And I’d say, ‘Isn’t she pretty?’” (Moore 40). This is one of the very
few times that we have insight to V’s past life before Larkhill and his time as
V. The ambiguity of his past life is left uncertain as V’s story is less about his
individuality and more about his accessibility and universality as an idea and
hero, however this anecdote implies that he once had respect and
appreciation for his country and government. Although this is an innocent
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perspective, especially from a child. V understands this and claims that he
has found a new love, “Her name is anarchy” (41). V’s attraction to
lawlessness is due to the overbearing authority the government holds over its
people, and therefore he supports the idea of anarchy, which connotatively
implies chaos and more likely, violence. V then importantly states, “…justice
is meaningless without freedom” (41). There is no freedom currently within
the United Kingdom, and therefore the government deserves forceful justice
in the form of murder and violence. Norsefire does not grant its people a
basic human right and consequently must pay the price of V’s vendetta.
Nazli Avdan and Gary Uzonyi, professors of political science at University
of Kansas and Duke University respectively, write in their joint article V for
vendetta: Government mass killing and domestic terrorism, “Utilizing data
from the Global Terrorism Database, 1971–2011, the study shows that mass
killings significantly increase domestic terrorism [which] contributes to
emerging scholarship examining how state policies influence terrorist
activity.” Essentially, Avdan and Uzonyi look at trends in global terrorism
and specifically the effect the government has on these groups. The evidence
suggests that a government has high influence in creating terrorists, which is
most likely due to their strict laws and regulations that inspire revolution. V
is an example of a man created out of the violence of his country, however
he is not a terrorist.
Moore and Lloyd imbue some metatextual experimentation within
their paneling specifically regarding the role of a hero. Historically, and up to
this point, comic books were dominated by the ideas of heroes who fought
for truth, justice, and a standard of morals. Moore actively sought to disturb
this notion of a “superhero” by creating one without superpowers
(rendering him more of a hero than superhero) that resorted to violence
rather than peaceful tactics. Of course, superheroes are not immune to
turning to violence as they often stop their respective supervillains from
hurting innocent people by first hurting them. Nevertheless, superheroes
were rarely seen committing acts of murder; enter V. V’s role as a hero is left
ambiguous because of his affinity towards murder rather than traditional
comic book violence and we witness numerous scenes of V taking part in
various murders of diverse methods. A traditional superhero comic has a
three by three grid, holding nine evenly spaced panels on the page. V for
Vendetta utilizes this traditional superhero grid at a very crucial part in the
story: V’s death. On pages 249 and 250, Evey debates whether or not she
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should unmask V to find out his true identity (figs. 10 & 11). She cycles
through the possible identities of who he could be, but ultimately decides
she knows who V is: herself. The paneling is evenly spaced and assumes the
traditional superhero grid of three by three at a moment where perhaps the
most important aspect of a superhero comes into play. A hero’s identity is
something that is kept secret as superheroes like Batman or Superman must
keep their public identities of Bruce Wayne or Clark Kent under wraps.
Throughout the whole novel, the reader has not been clued in to any detail
of who V really is. This is because V does not have an identity because he is
an idea, a heroic idea. The use of metatextual paneling provides the ultimate
send off for the novel’s protagonist, solidifying his role as a hero.
The symbol of V has since been propagated through popular
culture, garnering a following of those who believe revolution is necessary,
no matter the cause. While Guy Fawkes masks are seen universally around
the world, like the superheroes used for propaganda in Hong Kong, Warner
Brother’s studios created a live action film in 2005 that fueled the fire of
revolutionary desire even further. The film sticks heavily to the graphic
novel, though takes many liberties that quiets down most of the violence
that is intrinsic to V’s character. Instead, Hugo Weaving’s portrayal of V is
romantic and gentler in his ways compared to the more forceful novelized
version. This does not mean that the cinematic V is pacifistic by any means,
but rather to make V more empathetic and relatable to his cause, director
James McTeigue and writers, the Wachowski’s, toned down the excessive
violence. This is done on both ends, as Norsefire is less violent as well and
we see less scenes of graphic violence in the film than we do in the novel.
V’s violent actions are ultimately necessary and inevitable in the
backdrop of the neo-Conservative United Kingdom. If the country’s
government did not use violence as a tactic of keeping order, then V’s
actions would be seen as hostile and unwarranted, however this is just not
the case. Norsefire, with little justifiable reason, killed thousands upon
thousands of innocent people for things they could not control including
race, sexuality, and religion. They sought to keep control over those who had
no control over themselves in some terms. Though violence was integral to
V’s character, it helped put into perspective the type of world V for Vendetta
was set in, as violence became the only answer. V did not exhibit an excess
of violence, nor did he demonstrate deliberate cruelty, as he often showed
care and most always reason when killing his victims.
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as a mode of storytelling that conveys a multitude

of emotions and experiences. Both Chad Abushanab, in “On the Dred
Ranch Road Just off 283,” and Emily Dickinson, in Poem 378, “Better—
Than Music!,” use music as an extended metaphor in their poems to convey
a spectrum of life experiences. Abushanab and Dickinson both use the
theme of music to establish a troubled past but offer opposing views of
their speakers’ respective futures. Abushanab likens dismal melodies to the
speaker’s and the speaker’s father’s alcoholism, seeing the father’s past as a
premonition to the speaker’s dark future. Dickinson’s speaker, on the other
hand, recognizes her past sufferings but personifies her faith in a beautiful
future life as joyous music composed by “—perfect Mozart—” (Dickinson l.
7). Both speakers turn to music as a vehicle for asserting their conflicting
visions of the future that they each believe will develop.
Chad Abushanab continuously uses a melancholy tone when
describing music and other sounds in his sonnet. The speaker both mourns
his past and fearfully anticipates his future. He begins “[o]n the Dred Ranch
Road Just off 283” by describing a scene. While he does not yet mention
music specifically, he remarks that he can hear “The howls of wolves who
saunter near extinction” (Abushanab l.2), a sorrowful sound. The wolf, near
death, is howling to make contact with other wolves just as the speaker is
searching for his future as he approaches destruction. The sounds “carry
across the plains until they’re not” (l.3). The wolves “saunter near extinction”
and are all “headed in one direction” (l.4), the direction of death. The
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speaker too can see himself walking down a path of destruction and
eventual loss. The howls may suggest his own cry for support in the
speaker’s quest of sorting out his past and future life. Using auditory
imagery, the speaker knows that, like the wolves that seem to be heading
towards annihilation, he is headed towards a similar path.
The melodies of familiar sounds can be a way to remember the past.
The speaker uses sorrowful language in describing music to echo his father’s
past struggles with alcoholism and the implications that his addiction has for
his own future. The stanza begins with the speaker establishing that “[m]y
father was a drinker. So am I—” (l.5). He cuts off at the end of the
statement with a dash, almost caught off guard as if he were just having this
realization at that moment. He describes this fact as being “an echo of a
tune...” (l.6), or as reverberations of a far off sound. The speaker has
previously seen his father as an alcoholic as considers his own relationship
with drinking to be reminiscent of that of his father. As “an echo,” the
speaker’s relationship with alcohol is a quieter, more distant repetition of
what the father experienced. However, he believes that in his future those
echoes may become louder and a more prominent problem in his life. The
speaker elaborates that the tune is “in drunken time” (1.6), establishing that
both the speaker and his father experience an unhealthy relationship with
alcohol. Here the speaker uses “time” in the sense of meter in music. A
“drunken time” gives the image of being stumbling, clumsy, or slurred. This
music is not beautiful, it is hard to listen to, and is an unpleasant reality.
Additionally, with “time” as a literal progression, the speaker’s life is not
measured in ordinary time but in experiences of being drunk or memories
of his father being drunk. These memories of his father seem like a
premonition of his own future in its echoing nature of rippling
repercussions. The speaker fears, or seems to know, that the “song” that his
father sang in the past (his actions related to heavy drinking) will be reprised
later in his own life.
The speaker begins to relate drinking directly to himself, a problem
of his own that is not exclusive to his father. He explains that “The bottle is
an instrument” (l.7), insinuating that drinking is something he has practiced
throughout his life. Drinking in the way that his father did has become habit,
like practicing an instrument. Playing music is also a form of emotional
expression. Drinking a bottle of alcohol to work through negative or
positive emotions, as one might do when playing an instrument, is tied to the
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habits of drinking the speaker may develop. When behaving in this addictive
manner, it is only a matter of time before the speaker fully develops into an
alcoholic. It is almost as if he is writing his own destiny because he sees no
other way his life could turn out. By observing his own actions, the speaker
realizes that alcoholism has become an incredibly personal struggle and not
just something he observed in his father. Reflecting on his own behavior, the
speaker describes drinking as “the amber music spilling over” (l.8). When
something is “spilling over” it can be difficult to stop and music acts as an
incredibly powerful expression of emotion which makes it all the more
difficult. The feeling of something overflowing creates an overwhelming
feeling, especially when the substance that is flooding is as personal as the
music he performs on his instrument, or the alcohol he drinks. The speaker
is acknowledging the inevitability of his current and future drinking
problems because he believes that he cannot stop what is already beginning.
The music brings drinking to a more personal level, which expresses the
speaker’s belief in the inevitability of his own alcoholism.
As the poem progresses and the speaker reflects on his father’s past,
he ponders what his own future may look like. He states that he is “thinking
about the rhythm of decline” (l.9). Rhythms are patterns and have a set
form. The speaker sees how his father lived and recognizes those patterns of
unhealthy behavior developing in his own life. A rhythm is constant and
predictable, so the speaker believes that his father’s repetitive behavior will
transfer over into his own life, like a roadmap of his future. As the indication
of a “decline,” however, this rhythm suggests a gradual loss of what he
hoped his future might be. After confessing that his father measured his
descent “in knuckles, hookers, drinks” (l.10), the speaker begins “to wonder
how I’ll measure mine” (l.11). He is looking back at this sequence of actions
in which his father took part and considers what the consequences of those
action mean for him. He describes his own descent as being “the ballad of
the triple-whiskey jinx” (l.12). A “ballad” is a musical and poetic form that
tells a story, often a melancholy one. A “triple-whiskey jinx” alludes to how
some people believe that bad luck comes in sets of three and how jinxes are
signs of bad luck as well. The Oxford English Dictionary defines a “jinx”
as ,“[a] person or thing that brings bad luck or exercises evil influence.”
Once again, the speaker seems to believe that his dark future is preordained.
His life is already written out in a ballad of cosmic misfortune; he feels as if
he has no control over his fate. As the speaker looks into the past as a guide
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for the future, he sees a musical pattern that is bound to be passed on from
his father.
The final couplet that concludes this sonnet brings the speaker out
of his own thoughts and back into the scene that opened the poem.
Beginning the couplet with the word “but” (l.13) pulls the speaker out of his
reverie and back into reality. He comments, “...the wind begins to sigh, a
tired thing” (1.13). According to the Oxford English Dictionary, a “sigh” is “[a]
sudden, prolonged, deep and more or less audible respiration, following on a
deep-drawn breath, and esp. indicating or expressing dejection, weariness,
longing, pain, or relief.” The “sigh” of the wind is not the repetitious and
foreboding music on which the speaker had previously so deeply focused. It
is a simple sound of resignation. The poetic romanticization of his problems
through music is stripped away because has given up on his life. He is tired
of trying to fight his destiny and is capitulating to a life of alcoholism, just
like his father. The poem closes with the speaker stating that, “I pull the
bottle from the bag. It sings” (l.14). The bottle that was once an instrument
that the speaker played, implying that he may have had a semblance of
control, is now taking over. By “singing,” the drink is taking over and
stripping the speaker’s voice and autonomy, just as he predicted. The speaker
himself taking out the bottle, but then the bottle singing, strips the speaker
of the autonomy to have his own voice. Abushanab uses these musical and
auditory images and metaphors to convey the speaker’s resignation to
repeating his father’s drinking problems. The speaker is relinquishing control
over his life to drinking, just as he believes he has been destined to do.
Emily Dickinson employs similar musical and auditory images as
Abushanab in her poem “Better—than Music!” However, instead of
resigning herself to a dark fate, Dickinson’s speaker uses music as a form of
hope. She laments her current misfortune and pins her hope on faith for a
brighter future. From the very beginning of the first line, “Better—than
Music!” (Dickinson l.1), the speaker establishes music as the vehicle elevating
what she is about to describe. The beauty of music is not exquisite enough
to capture the amazement Dickinson’s speaker feels but it is the greatest joy
to which she can think of comparing it. That exuberance is made evident
through her use of exclamation marks that are used sparingly through the
poem and reserved for moments of pure excitement. As she continues to
discover the music, the speaker expresses “I was used— to the Birds—
before” (l.2). The transcendent melody, and associated joy that accompanies
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it, is previously unknown to the speaker. She was used to the earthly sounds
of birds, but this is distinctly different. Dickinson’s use of the lively charm
of birds sets a distinctly different tone from Abushanab, whose speaker
compares his experiences with the howling of wolves, evoking images of
loneliness and sorrow as opposed to the birds’ joy and liveliness. From the
initial auditory comparisons to animals, Dickinson’s speaker establishes a
feeling of hope compared to the resignation of Abushanab’s speaker.
The speaker in Dickinson’s poem interprets the music of the world
around her as hope, as an unknown future. She states, “[t]his- was different
—T’was Translation—/Of all tunes I knew-and more—” (ll.3-4). The life
that she is seeing is distinctly different, and better, than what she has
previously experienced. She describes a “Translation” that was recognizable
but distinctly different from her previous experiences. The Oxford English
Dictionary provides a definition of “translation” as “[r]emoval from earth to
heaven...without death.” The life that the speaker is looking towards is so
astounding that it is more heavenly than the earthly birds she is accustomed
to. This song, this joy she sees in her future, is all that “and more—”.
Whatever future she is picturing is almost indescribable in its beauty. The
fact that the tune is different shows change and progress in her life,
contrasted to the stagnation in “On the Dred Ranch…”. As opposed to
Abushanab’s speaker using descending language with the music, describing
the “rhythm of decline,” Dickinson’s speaker’s music is described as
elevating her to a heavenly experience. Whereas in “On the Dred Ranch
Road Just off 283” the speaker recognizes the music-like patterns of his
future as being identical to father’s past, Dickinson’s speaker sees soaring
melodies that are something distinctly different from what she knew before.
Both speakers see a lack of control of their futures. However, one
sees it as being forced to repeat a familial past, whereas the other views it as
being able to let go and be free from the confinement of melancholy
routine. Dickinson’s speaker remarks that the beauty she hears and foresees,
“wasn’t contained—like other stanza” (l.5). This future that the speaker
envisions is unable to be restricted. Similarly, Abushanab’s speaker laments
“the amber music spilling over,” identifying it as the inability to control the
alcoholism. However, instead of the lack of control being overwhelming,
Dickinson’s speaker feels liberated. The previous life she has experienced
was confined to strict meter and rhyme and the freedom from strict order is
beautiful to her. The lack of containment is exciting because the “other
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stanza” she has experienced was too controlled. Both speakers see the
melancholy and confining patterns of their past lives but take opposite
approaches to how that will manifest in their futures.
The speaker in “Better—than Music!” emphasizes the hope in the
unique genius of the music as her own, contrasting sharply to the speaker in
“On the Dred Ranch…,” who sees himself reliving his father’s past in
repetitive rhythms. Dickinson’s speaker exclaims, “No one could play it- the
second time-” (l.6). This music is exclusive to her in that moment because it
can never be repeated. This music is for the joy of only the present. For
Abushanab’s speaker, however, the music hearkens back to how “[h]is father
was a drinker. So am I—”. Where everything this man does is a product of
how his father lived, Dickinson’s narrator hears music that is all her own.
Unlike in “On the Dred Ranch…,” this music is wholly unique to
Dickinson’s speaker and is opposed to the “echo of a tune” that
Abushanab’s narrator hears. Unlike in “On the Dred Ranch…” this music is
wholly unique to Dickinson’s speaker. She again continues to describe the
transcendence of the limitless music, saying “But the Composer—perfect
Mozart—/Perish with him-that Keyless Rhyme!” (l. 7-8). As defined in the
Oxford English Dictionary, “keyless” can mean that something is
“unexplained.” Because the music of the future is so heavenly, there is no
way of using earthly words to explain it. The word “keyless” may also refer
to a musical “key” or the music’s “tonality” (Oxford English Dictionary). The
capitalization of “Composer,” along with earlier and subsequent religious
imagery, suggests that the person orchestrating this beauty in the speaker’s
future is God. To her, the music is perfect in every way and her intense faith
for it can only be the product of the divine, even better than the “perfect
Mozart.” Comparatively, Abushanab’s speaker knows the source of his music
of the future. It comes directly from his own past and his father’s behaviors.
The two speakers find opposing sources of the music that writes their
futures, which therefore creates conflicting visions of how their lives will
turn out.
Dickinson’s speaker uses religious imagery to once again compare
her music of the future as being greater than anything produced by Heaven.
She begins by describing how “...Children—told how Brooks in Eden—/
Bubbled a better-Melody—” (ll.9-10). Children who are inexperienced in life
are told by others that a paradise, and the music that is created in it, is better
than the world they live in. The alliteration of “Bubbled a better” reflects the
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formal structure of the music the children may hear in paradise that is
thought to be better than earth. They “Quaintly infer—Eve’s great surrender
—” (l.11). These children can only cleverly assume that the music of the
Garden of Eden is better than that on earth, that surrendering to God is
better than any earthly experience. However, as they gain experience they
have a realization: “Children—matured-are wiser—mostly—/Eden—a
legend-dimly told—” (l.13-14). As children grow up and have more life
experiences, they realize that paradise is just a story that has been passed
down, not a literal paradise to which they are attempting to gain access.
Dickinson refers to it as “Grandame’s story—” (l.15), or as an old tale one’s
grandmother passes on. This is then contrasted to her explaining, “But-I was
telling a tune-I heard-” (l.16). As opposed to an old story passed down over
countless generations, the speaker is now hearing music directly for herself.
The bliss of this otherworldly music does not have to be inferred because it
is directly experienced.
Dickinson’s speaker employs the same techniques as previously
explained through the next stanza when she states, “Not such a strain-the
Church-baptizes—” (l.21). She explains that the church has never produced
music as beautiful as what she is hearing and that “[n]ot such a stanza splits
the silence-/When the Redemption strikes her Bell—” (ll.23-24). Even the
glory that is produced when someone is delivered from sin cannot come
close to the glory of the life the speaker sees in her future; the parallel
structure to line 21 reflects the similarity of the two examples. Where
Biblical myth, religious ceremonies, and images of transcending Biblical
paradise explains Dickinson’s speaker’s future, Abushanab’s speaker provides
grimy images of bar fights and prostitution, bringing forth ideas of rough
and loud music as opposed to the solemnity of hymns. Those discordant
sounds are contrasted to sweet melodies of the Garden of Eden or the
tolling bells of a cathedral. The two speakers frame the image of their future
in opposite lights, showing the contrast in what they believe their lives will
entail.
Both poets are alone in wondering about their future, but they differ
in how they view this solitude. The speaker in “Better—than Music!” needs
to keep the beautiful music of her vision to herself and the speaker of “On
the Dred Ranch Road Just off 283” gives off the feeling of isolation, as if
he is alone in this suffering. Dickinson’s speaker commands to herself, “[l]et
me not spill—its smallest cadence—” (l.25). She feels as if she must not let
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anyone know a single note of the music she hears, almost seemingly out of
fear that she could lose it any if she reveals anything about her faith in the
future. Dickinson’s speaker’s use of “spill” is in sharp contrast to the way
Abushanab’s speaker uses the same word. Additionally, Abushanab
establishes isolated setting through the poem’s title. The location off a
highway, on a road named after a ranch, makes the reader presume that the
speaker is likely alone. He then describes “the amber music spilling over” in
a sense of being overwhelmed, the way that thoughts and fears can spiral
when one is alone. His lamentations throughout the poem are building on
one another until he is at the point of emotional distress when it feels like he
can no longer control his fears. Where it seems as if Dickinson’s speaker
maintains faith by keeping the music to herself, he is overcome with a
confusing range of emotions that is a result of him keeping this to himself.
His fears in repeating his father’s past manifest as these ideas spilling over.
Dickinson’s speaker, on the other hand, describes how she is
“[h]umming—for promise—when alone—” (l.26). Here, she is
demonstrating how this music is what keeps her going. Continuously
convincing herself of the promise of a brighter future is how the speaker
keeps her faith and she must quietly recite it to herself if she wants those
wishes to come true. She similarly refers to “[h]umming—until my faint
Rehearsal- (l.27). She repeats “humming” to show that she is constantly
quietly practicing this music herself. She must continuously repeat it to
herself to remember to hope that it will one day manifest into a reality, even
if it is when she dies and joins the heavenly choir, as she implies when saying
that she will, / Drop into tune—around the Throne—” (l.28). On the
contrary, Abushanab’s speaker, by the end of the poem, has resigned himself
to giving in to what he believes to be his destiny. He remarks “but the wind
begins to sigh, a tired thing./I pull the bottle from the bag. It sings.” He has
given up hope and is no longer willing to actively devote his energy to
changing his fate. Unlike Dickinson’s narrator, he has no faith in a better
future and is tired of trying to work for it; he is giving into his destiny where
Dickinson’s speaker works to keep faith that her future may change. She sees
an endpoint to her suffering when her life will change where he sees no end
to it and gives into that dark familiarity. Dickinson’s poem concludes by
stating that the speaker’s faithful rehearsal of the music she has heard will
allow her to someday “[d]rop into tune/— around the Throne —” (l.24), as
if she is singing joyfully in harmony with the others around “the Throne” of
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God. The endpoint of her musical quest is to experience eternal happiness
after death.
These poems not only utilize music in their content as extended
metaphors but they also employs forms in the structure of the poems
themselves to emulate musical motifs. “On the Dred Ranch Road Just off
283” uses the sonnet form. The way in which Abushanab does not keep it in
iambic pentameter but maintains the Shakespearean rhyme scheme makes
the form more subtle which leads to its quiet musicality. The sonnet’s rhyme
scheme reads naturally, with a similar pattern not unlike many songs. Within
this structure, Abushanab has hidden moments of alliteration, from the first
line “Stars are fired up like scattershot” (Abushanab l.1), to the last line “I
pull the bottle from the bag” (l.14). The word “scattershot,” describing the
visual dispersal of the stars, also has an auditory component of shooting as
well, in conjunction with the sharp sounds of the “s” create a harsh pitch.
Abushanab uses these subtle rhythmic techniques that flow naturally to
create a song-like reading of the poem. Like the speaker’s thoughts, the
poem’s form aids it in flowing in a natural narrative structure and the
repeated rhyme scheme aids in the feeling of repetitive behavior emphasized
in the poem. The sonnet form is relatively common and familiar, just as the
speaker could be any man suffering from alcoholism. He is remaining in a
life that is familiar to him because that is how his father lived, not matter
how painful it is.
“Better — than Music!” uses very different structural techniques yet
still maintains a musicality that complements the poem’s content. Dickinson
does not use a structured rhyme scheme, although there are a few scattered
instances of line ending rhymes. The most striking formal component of
this poem, and in Dickinson’s work as a whole, is her use of dashes within
and at the end of every line. The natural pauses that accompany the reading
of these dashes gives the poem a syncopated feel, like a strange rhythm in
music. Ending each line with a dash almost makes it feel like the line is being
cut off before it can be finished, similar to the way the speaker must cut
herself off from revealing the music she hears to anyone else. The pausing
that comes along with the middle of line dashes is almost like the speaker
having to think about how she is going to explain this otherworldly, ethereal
music she hears. In the opening line, “Better—than Music!”, the speaker
pauses after “Better—-” almost as if she is doubting herself that anything
could be greater than her current life, but her exclamation in the second half
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of the sentence shows her burst of enthusiasm as she realizes that what she
is experiencing is indeed truly more beautiful than the melodies she has
heard before.
By combining form and content surrounding the theme of music,
both poets create vivid images of contrasting ways people deal with their
future and the ways in which suffering makes them afraid for the future.
Where Abushanab’s speaker sees his future as gravely predestined for
alcoholism like his father, Dickinson’s narrator holds hope that her future
will be better than her past misery. By using music as a vehicle to portray
these themes in differing ways, both poets convey messages of how the past
affects the future.
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TOM’S CABIN is one of the most famous and influential

American novels of the 19th Century and even in the world today. Other
than its political influence on the abolition of slavery, the idea of female
power is also embedded in this book. As a supporter of essentialist
feminism, Harriet Beecher Stowe believes that the familial and social duties
of males and females are essentially different and that they should play their
gender roles accordingly; that is, women are supposed to be pious, pure,
domestic, and submissive. With such a belief in mind, it is not surprising to
see that Stowe makes most of her female characters possess the traditional
gender traits that the society has expected of them. While this arrangement
might seem unacceptable for some feminists nowadays, I find it reasonable
and useful in terms of advocating the power of women. It helps Stowe
present how these gender traits that are exclusive to females empower them
and allow them to influence the society in ways men cannot. Stowe does this
successfully by placing women in various important occasions and making
their actions the determining factors of the fate of others. One can view
these empowered female characters as models which Stowe expects her
readers to become: when men fail to step out to defend the damned race,
these women, though seemingly timid and frail, act boldly out of their kind,
soft hearts and take chances to preserve the humanity left in this society.
After its publication, Uncle Tom’s Cabin elicited emotion and
sympathy of more and more people who supported the abolition of slavery.
There is no doubt that it is a powerful novel, of which the source of power
— that is, the power of women — is unexpected at the time. Jane P.
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Tompkins says in her essay, “Sentimental Power: Uncle Tom’s Cabin and the
Politics of Literary History,”
Stowe means to effect a radical transformation of her society. The
brilliance of the strategy is that it puts the central affirmations of
a culture into the service of a vision that would destroy the
present economic and social institutions; by resting her ease,
absolutely, on the saving power of Christian love and on the
sanctity of American life, placing it not in the government, nor in
the courts of law, nor in the factories, not in the marketplace but
in the kitchen. (Tompkins 575)

To illustrate her point, Stowe chooses to ignite this “radical transformation”
of the society “in the kitchen,” a place that resembles the role of women in
the family. As the head of domestic affairs, women have certain power
within the household, which includes the influence they have on the
behavior of house servants.
Stowe first illustrates the effect of this kind of power with Mrs.
Shelby, who is unwilling to sell Tom and Harry. Being aware of his Mistress’
attitude toward Eliza’s escape, Sam shows great exuberance on his way to the
horse-post: he “began to bestir himself in real earnest, and after a while
appeared, bearing down gloriously towards the house, with Bill and Jerry in a
full canter, and adroitly throwing himself off before they had any idea of
stopping, he brought them up alongside of the horse post like a
tornado” (Stowe 51). “Bestir,” “earnest,” “adroitly,” “throwing himself off,”
and “like a tornado” impress us with the speed of his movements; they bring
out a sense of force and excitement. Overwhelmed with the thrill brought by
this series of actions, however, one can easily overlook the real source of
this power. Though completed by Sam, Mrs. Shelby is the one who instigates
this series of action. If one is to argue that this connection is too ambiguous
and vague, a more obvious, direct demonstration of Mrs. Shelby’s power is
her insinuating to Sam “don’t ride too fast” with “a low voice and strong
emphasis” (52). Another example of her influential power is when the
servants knowingly delay the preparation for dinner as, “[f]or some singular
reason, an impression seemed to reign among the servants generally that
Missis would not be particularly disobliged by delay; … a number of counter
accidents occurred constantly, to retard the course of things” (59). If not
with Mrs. Shelby’s acquiescence, the servants certainly do not dare to prepare
the meal in such leisurely a manner or to let “accidents occur constantly.”
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This agreement among the servants implies Mrs. Shelby’s power in the
household, which helps her acquire more time for Eliza.
Back in the nineteenth century, some feminine traits were expected
of women if they were to be considered ideal. Stowe contends that these
traits, though they make women seem “weaker” relative to men, can be
turned into a form of power which is almost invisible so that people hardly
notice. While exerting her power through the actions of Sam and other
servants, Mrs. Shelby remembers to “do her part” when circumstances
require; she warmly attends Mr. Haley with her feminine power both before
and after dinner. When Mr. Haley’s horse is startled, Mrs. Shelby “came
forward and courteously expressing her concern for Haley’s accidents,
pressed him to stay to dinner, saying that the cook should bring it on the
table immediately” (54). “Courteously” stresses her impeccable manners, and
dinner is a reasonable excuse for her to use, considering her role in the
household. Both choices show how careful Stowe is in word choice in order
to depict Mrs. Shelby’s wisdom without violating the domestic image. After
dinner, Mrs. Shelby utilizes her feminine power even more:
[t]he more hopelessly sordid and insensible he appeared, the
greater became Mrs. Shelby’s dread of his succeeding in
recapturing Eliza and her child, and of course the greater the
motive for detaining him by every female artifice. She therefore
graciously smiled, assented, chatted familiarly, and did all she
could to make time pass imperceptibly. (61)

Here, Stowe explicitly notes Mrs. Shelby is using “every female artifice,”
which suggests female artifices are useful and powerful. In this scene, Mrs.
Shelby is both dutiful and domestic because she attends Mr. Haley in all
possible ways with her cordial and gracious manners, and she does it so well
that time passes “imperceptibly.” These depictions of Mrs. Shelby reflect
Stowe’s attitude toward the role of women: they are indisputably different
from men but can be as powerful in unexpected and imperceptible ways.
If the expression “in the kitchen” only shows the domesticity of
women, then “motherly love” clearly brings out higher and more noble
characteristics of feminine spirit. In her critique, Tompkins says,
Uncle Tom’s Cabin is the summa theologica of nineteenth-century
America’s religion of domesticity, a brilliant redaction of the
culture’s favorite story about itself: the story of salvation through
motherly love. Out of the ideological materials they had at their
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disposal, the sentimental novelists elaborated a myth that gave
women the central position of power and authority in the culture.
(Tompkins 557)

This motherly love Tompkins talks about is reflected upon Mrs. Shelby’s
answer to her husband’s accusation. When Mr. Shelby only worries about his
honor and accuses Mrs. Shelby for “feeling too much,” she contends, “[a]m I
not a woman, — a mother? Are we not both responsible to God for this
poor girl? My God! Lay not this sin to our charge…There’s an awful feeling
of guilt about it…I can’t reason it away” (Stowe 76). Intertwined with her
Christian belief is the motherly love she shares with Eliza. On the one hand,
Eliza has become a daughter figure for her; on the other hand, Mrs. Shelby
pities the fate of this “poor girl” and sympathizes with the pain and fear of
losing her baby. After all, she is a mother and a woman as well. With
traditional gender traits such as piety, domesticity, and motherly love, Mrs.
Shelby is able to live up to the ideal female figure of the nineteenth century;
and reciprocally, these gender traits enable her bold performances.
While Mrs. Shelby acts out of her concern for Eliza and in a more
discreet way, Mrs. Bird, an even more archetypal representation of the
nineteenth century female figure, acts according to her conscience and
religious belief. When Mrs. Bird first appears in the book, Stowe introduces
her as the model of the perfect wife, featured with all feminine traits. First
of all, the description of her appearance leaves us the impression of a frail,
timid woman:
Mrs. Bird was a timid, blushing little woman of about four feet in
height, and with mild blue eyes, and a peach-blow complexion,
and the gentlest, sweetest voice in the world; --as for courage, a
moderate-sized cock-turkey had been known to put her to rout at
the very first gobble, and a stout house-dog, of moderate capacity
would bring her into subjection merely by a show of his teeth.
(81-82)

Stowe carefully chooses “timid,” “blushing,” “little,” “mild,” “gentlest,” and
“sweetest” to describe Mrs. Bird’s delicacy and further advances her point
with an example which illustrates Mrs. Bird’s fragility. Then, to make her the
archetype of all wives, Stowe adds, “her husband and children were her
entire world, and in these she ruled more by entreaty and persuasion than by
command or argument” (82). “Entire world” and “entreaty and persuasion”
prove Mrs. Bird’s submissiveness, which is articulated again when Mr. Bird
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decides to save Eliza. Mrs. Bird sits “prudently” and “quietly,” unwilling to
meddle with the thoughts of her “liege lord” (88). “Liege lord” coheres with
the fact that her husband (and children) are her entire world. Moreover, in
the scene where Senator Bird comes home, we are informed with how well
Mrs. Bird performs her wifely duty around the house: “[a] pair of new
handsome slippers which his wife had been working for him” are prepared;
“Mrs. Bird, looking the very picture of delight, was superintending the
arrangements of the table, ever and anon mingling admonitory remarks to a
number of frolicsome juveniles” (80). The “handsome slippers,”
“arrangements of the table,” and “admonitory remarks to frolicsome
juveniles” generate the image of a loving, motherly figure, which resembles
Mrs. Bird’s domesticity. In general, she embodies the ideology of the role of
women which all wives of that era ought to imitate and pursue.
Yet, Stowe surprises the readers with the power of piety that lives
within this delicate, susceptible women figure. Mrs. Bird brings up the
Fugitive Slave Act and heartily reproaches the enactment of such law asking
“is it true that they have been passing a law forbidding people to give meat
and drink to those poor colored folks that come along?…I didn’t think any
Christian legislature would pass it…I think this is something downright cruel
and unchristian” (81). Mrs. Bird’s faith in Christian values gives her the
strength to criticize this immoral, inhumane law. The word “think” is used
twice, which suggests that she is a woman with a free mind and is capable of
doing some thinking on her own. As Tompkins says in her critique, “the
choice is between the action that spring from ‘the sophistries of worldly
policy’ and those inspired by ‘the sympathy of Christ.’ Reality… can only be
changed by conversion in the spirit because it is the spirit alone that is finally
real” (Tompkins 564). Stowe thinks that Mrs. Bird’s viewpoint on slavery is
the kind that is inspired by the value of Christianity, and it gives her power
instead of unconditional submissiveness to masculinity.
While holding righteous indignation toward the enactment of the law,
Mrs. Bird is empowered by her pious, religious belief toward God and is
determined to defy such a shameful, abominable law. She “rose quickly, with
very red cheeks, which quite improved her general appearance, and walked
up to her husband, with quite a resolute air, and said, in a determined tone
‘...I’ll break it the first time I get a chance, and I hope I shall have a chance, I
do!’” (Stowe 82). “Rose” and “walked up” are forceful movements; the “red
cheeks,” “resolute air,” and the “determined tone” reveal the strong wave of
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emotions. Through these descriptions, Stowe succeeds in illustrating that
even the smallest, most-frail woman is capable of exerting power so strong
that it changes their generally meek appearance.
Stowe then continues to make the point that men are not at all
superior to women in terms of intelligence. Mr. Bird is aware that “in this
argument… his wife was making an assault on rather an indefensible
point” (83). This acknowledgement is followed by Mrs. Bird’s “seeing the
defenseless condition of the enemy’s territory… push[ing] her
advantage” (83). The words “assault,” “defenseless,” “enemy,” and “push”
make this scene a battlefield. They increase the tension between Mr. and Mrs.
Bird and make her character more active and dynamic, which, again, suggests
the force and power women are capable of. In fact, with Mrs. Bird’s logical,
eloquent reasoning, Mr. Bird is rendered speechless and is forced to remain
silent. As such, Dawn Coleman explains in “The Unsentimental Woman
Preacher of Uncle Tom’s Cabin,” that this novel “roundly critiques and silences
male preachers and liberally puts sermons in the mouths of numerous
humble characters” (Coleman 618). Women are the humble characters
Coleman refers to, and, as a result of Mrs. Bird’s preaching, when Eliza
shows up asking for help, Mr. Bird voluntarily suggests his wife gives Eliza
some clothes and decides to drive the carriage by himself, all of which is the
result of female preaching power.
Some feminists today may suggest that Uncle Tom’s Cabin is sexist, as
all the white female characters are featured with traditional gender norms,
living under the rule of their husbands. Some may even draw on the tragedy
of Augustine and Marie St. Clare’s marriage to prove their point. After all, it
is a fact that both of them defy their gender roles and thus have failed
marriages. Augustine’s femininity and sensitivity, paired with Marie’s
selfishness and cruelty, deviate much too far from the ideology of both
genders; these characteristics they carry contribute to their tragic marriages
one way or another. While I can see the reasons behind such assertion, I
respectfully disagree. Despite the conformity to expected gender roles, Uncle
Tom’s Cabin is not male-chauvinist/sexist on account of its lovely, bold, kindhearted female characters: they acquire power from feminine virtues and
actively live their life — to move the world forward, to rewrite the history of
mankind.
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